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ABSTRACT

Problem
This study was designed to meet the need for further
investigation of the relationships among oral language, written language,
and reading.

The following questions were investigated:

What

syntactical structures characterize the oral and written language of
forty-six learning disabled children?

What is the relationship between

the structures used in the oral and written language of the forty-six
subjects?

What is the relationship between structures used in oral and

written language and errors in oral language?

Is the analysis system

described by Dever (1978) useful for the purpose of analyzing the
syntax of oral language, written language, and reading errors of
school-aged, learning-disabled students?

Procedure
Subjects for the study were forty-six learning disabled
children in grades two through eight.
This study was exploratory in nature, designed to describe the
syntactical structures characteristic of the oral and written language
of the subjects and to examine the relationships between the two
language forms.

In addition, oral reading samples were analyzed and

comparisons were made among reading errors and oral and written
language use.

The language analysis system described by Dever (1978)

xii

was the basis of the present analysis.

Modifications suggested by

Heintz (1979) and Rubbelke (1979) were implemented.

In addition, certain

methods described by Loban (1976) were incorporated into the analysis.

Results
For all subject groups, both the oral and written language was
typified by the use of the following noun phrase constituents:
determine^ including possessive, indefinite article, and definite
article fillers; and head nouns including pronouns and common nouns.
All subject groups used the following verb phrase constituents
in their oral and written language samples:

present tense, continuum,

and transitive head verbs.
All subject groups used prepositional phrases in both their
oral and written language samples.
As grade level increased, the number of different types of
constituents used to fill a particular structural slot increased for
both oral and written language.

However, the variety of constituents

present in the written language of the subjects did not equal that of
the oral language at any level.

This finding is indicative of the

greater structural variety of the oral language as compared to the
written language for the forty-six subjects of the present study.
Generally, quantitative analyses did not consistently reveal
significant relationships among oral and written language structures.
However, qualitative analyses involving the identification of the
profiles of structural constituents presented by the subjects was useful
in making comparisons between the oral and written language of subjects
xiii

of subjects at the various grade levels and across the various grade
levels.
The errors produced by the subjects during oral reading were not
systematically related to the frequency of occurrence of the structures
selected for analysis of the present study.
The Dever (1978) system was found to be useful for analyzing the
syntactic constituents and in establishing the lack of significant
relationship between the frequency of occurrence of selected syntactic
constituents within the oral and written language of the forty-six
subjects.

Further, the Dever (1978) system was found to be useful in

comparing those structures present in the oral and written language of
subjects at individual grade levels and in comparing performance within
oral and written language across grade level.
The application of the Dever (1978) system in the analysis of
oral reading errors was useful for identifying syntactic constituents
containing reading errors.
constituents did not emerge.

However, patterns of errors on these
Therefore, it is concluded that the

underlying bases for the reading errors was not constituent-specific
but was related to multiple factors of which syntactic complexity may be
a part.

xiv

CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

The Ad Hoc Committee on Language and Learning Disabilities of
the American Speech-Language-Hearing Association (ASHA) expressed
major concern for the children whose primary learning disabilities are
characterized by disorders of oral and written language acquisition,
comprehension, and production ("Language and Learning Disabilities
Develops Ad Hoc," 1980).

The committee questioned the intersecting

nature of language disorders, learning disabilities, and reading.
Recommendations from the committee included:
. . . investigation of the similarities and differences in the
acquisition and development of language; investigation of the
validity of critical ages for language learning in normal
children and in those with delay in language acquisition and
usage in spoken and written language; and investigation of the
interdependencies and intercorrelations of oral, read, and
written language" (p. 634).
The present study was designed to respond to the need for
investigation of the "interdependencies and intercorrelations of oral,
written, and read language" in a population of children who had been
identified within their school settings as being learning disabled.

Background

Public Law 94-142
The enactment of the Education for All Handicapped Children
Act of 1975 (PL 94-142) has had a profound effect on the delivery of
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services to handicapped children in the public schools.

The intent of

this important legislation can best be expressed in a passage from the
law itself:
It is the purpose of this act to assure that all handicapped
children have available to them . . . a free appropriate public
education and related services designed to meet their unique
needs, to assure that the rights of handicapped children and
their parents or guardians are protected, to assist states and
localities to provide for the education of all handicapped
children, and to assess and assure the effectiveness of efforts
to educate handicapped children. [Sec. 601 (3)(C)□ ("A Free
Appropriate Public Education," 1972).
In passing PL 94-142 Congress noted that:

"more than half of

the children in the United States do not receive appropriate educational
services which would enable them to have full equality of opportunity."
[Sec. 601 (3)(B)(3)]

("A Free Appropriate Public Education," 1972).

With the enactment of PL 94-142 Congress implied that equal
opportunity exists only if there is evidence of learner achievement as
well as provision of appropriate educational services (Semmel and
Heinmiller 1977, p. 11).
PL 94-142 and the proposed rules for implementing the law
contemplated a very full array of professional and subprofessional
competencies ready to serve handicapped children:
In interpreting the apparent assumptions of the statute regarding
personnel competencies, not only must the range of competencies
be considered, but also the relationships among these
competencies. It is probably significant that no sharp
distinctions are drawn between the concepts of education,
training, therapy, and treatment. This fact, together with
the principle of "least restrictive environment," seems to
suggest that all personnel must exercise their functions in an
integrated fashion to serve broad developmental and social
goals. This clearly implies the necessity for personnel
competencies to be both broadly conceived, and to include, for
all specialists, some common conceptual grounding on the
educational goals and processes for handicapped children. And
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it also implies that members of every specialty must learn
how to work and communicate effectively with other personnel
(Lynch 1977, p. 76).
Lynch (1977) further stated that the clear implication of
discrepancies between the optimism of PL 94-142 concerning professional
cooperation and existing realities is that personnel training will
have to give particular emphasis to the problem of professional
cooperation.

He asserted that specialists will need to learn how to

relate their own procedures and techniques to the overall educational
enterprise, and added that among the milder handicapping conditions,
considerable unevenness exists.

"The field of learning disabilities,

for example, appears to be in considerable disarray.

Fundamental

disagreements exist among both academicians and practitioners as to
even the most rudimentary definition of 'learning disability'" (Lynch
1977, p. 77).

Lynch further asserted that the unevenness and

incompleteness of our knowledge base pose interesting and perplexing
problems for the development of effective dissemination systems.

He

suggested that in some areas (e.g., learning disabilities) the possibility
of disseminating a wild array of contradictory concepts, scientific
opionions, and unvalidated.techniques directly to practitioners could
simply create confusion and doubt.
\

Learning Disabilities
Historically, attempts to define a learning disability
encompassed several dimensions.

Among these were:

(1) neurological

dysfunction or brain impairment; (2) uneven growth pattern; (3)
difficulty in academic and learning tasks; (4) discrepancy between
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achievement and potentiality; (5) definition by exclusion (i.e.,
children with learning disabilities do not fit into any other area of
exceptionality) (Lerner 1971) .
The United States Office of Education attempted to channel these
diverse perspectives by calling together a committee to formulate a
definition of learning disabilities.

This committee was comprised of

individuals representing a variety of disciplines concerned with the
handicap of learning disorders.

The definition resulting from the

work of this committee was:
Learning disability refers to one or more significant deficits in
essential learning processes requiring special education techniques
for remediation.
Children with learning disabilities generally demonstrate a
discrepancy between expected and actual achievement in one or
Tore areas, such ac spc’-'an. ’•aad. or written language,
mathematics, and spatial orientation.
The learning disability referred to is not primarily the result
of sensory, motor, intellectual, or emotional handicap, or lack
of opportunity to learn.
Significant deficits are defined in terms of accepted diagnostic
procedures in education and psychology.
Essential learning processes are those currently referred to in
behavioral science as involving perception, integration, and
expression either verbal or nonverbal.
Special education techniques for remediation refers to educational
planning based on the diagnostic procedures and results (Kass and
Myklebust 1969, p. 399).
Finally a concise definition was formulated by the National
Advisory Committee on Handicapped Children in their annual report to
Congress in 1968 (p. 4):
Children with special learning disabilities exhibit a disorder in
one or more of the basic psychological processes involved in under
standing or using spoken or written languages. These may be
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manifested in disorders of listening, thinking, talking, reading,
writing, spelling or arithmetic. They include conditions which
have been referred to as perceptual handicaps, brain injury,
minimal brain dysfunction, dyslexia, developmental aphasia, etc.
They do not include learning problems which are due primarily to
visual, hearing, or motor handicaps, to mental retardation,
emotional disturbance, or to environmental disadvantage.
Congressional legislation concerning the child with learning
disabilities incorporates the definition formulated by the
National Advisory Committee on Handicapped Children (Children
with Specific Learning Disabilities Act of 1969, PL 91-230,
The Elementary and Secondary Amendments of 1969) (Lerner 1971,
p. 9) .

The Controversy
The major professional association of teachers of the learning
disabled is the Division for Children with Learning Disabilities (DCLD),
a division of the Council for Exceptional Children (CEC) .

The

professional association for Speech-Language Pathologists is the
American Speech-Language-Hearing Association (ASHA), the organization
formerly the American Speech and Hearing Association.

Both DCLD and

ASHA established guidelines for services to the children they serve.
Both organizations have defined competencies for their memberships.
For example in 1978 the Division for Children with Learning
Disabilities published a Code of Ethics and Competencies for teachers
of learning disabled children and youth ("Code of Ethics and
Competencies," 1978).

In a preface to the Code of Ethics and

Competencies, Stephen C. Larsen, president of the Division for
Children with Learning Disabilities during the years 1977 to 1978
suggested that the competency statements were designed to encompass a
wide variety of content areas and to include all aspects of the
assessment, instructional management, and consulting skills now deemed
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necessary for successful practice in any role function in the field.
The specific areas addressed included:

oral language, reading,

written expression, spelling, mathematics, cognition, behavior
management, counselling and consulting, career and vocational
education, educational operations, and historical-theoretical
perspectives.
Within the Code of Ethics and Competencies there is a section
devoted to oral language ("Code of Ethics and Competencies," 1978, pp.
10-12).

This section defines detailed competencies of general

information, assessment, and instruction.
The Council of State Association Presidents (CSAP) of the
American Speech-Language-Hearing Association reacted strongly to the
DCLD document (Carney 1978) .

In a letter to all state association

presidents, Carney (1978) requested that the state associations review
the document and encouraged them to "become actively involved in
educating the public, State Departments of Education, and legislators
of the potential danger to learning disabled children if these
competencies are adopted."

He further stated that "their intent to

invade the professional roles of Speech-Language Pathologists,
Psychologists, Remedial Reading Specialists and others is obvious"
(p. 1).
In 1976 the American Speech and Hearing Association formed a
Task Force on Learning Disabilities and published the Position
Statement of the American Speech and Hearing Association on Learning
Disabilities ("Position Statement," 1976, p. 286).

That committee

asserted that Speech Pathologists and Audiologists have established
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a basic philosophy and goal of delivering quality services to all
children and adults whose learning disabilities include impairments in
auditory and language processes.

Further, the position paper stated:

In most states children with communication disorders in speech,
language, or hearing are defined separately. Since the National
Advisory Committee on Handicapped Children (NACHC) definition of
learning disabled children also refers to disorders in under
standing or using spoken language and includes such terms as
"disorders of listening, thinking, talking, and developmental
aphasia," interpretation of the two categorical definitions of
learning disabled and communicatively handicapped children
unnecessarily has been made difficult. This practice too
frequently has led to rigid interpretations that tend to over
simplify the essence of complex language and learning problems
in children and has resulted in the fragmentation of services
to children and conflicts among professional personnel (p. 287).
The ASHA Ad Hoc Committee on Language/Learning Disabilities
published an updated position statement ("Language and Learning
Disabilities Develops Ad Hoc," 1980) in which they stated that of
major concerns to the profession of speech-language pathology are
those children whose primary learning disabilities are characterized
by disorders of oral and written language acquisition, comprehension,
and production, i.e., "oral expression, listening comprehension,
written expression and reading comprehension" (p. 629).

That committee

was concerned about such questions as:
What particular aspects of language are central to the reading
process? Will standardized language or reading tests provide
the appropriate information? Are auditory and visual
perceptal symptoms related to the child's learning or reading
difficulties? What effect are higher level language skills
having upon the learning process? Can the child use language
for problem solving? (p. 629)
These questions are related to a more pervasive question of the nature
of the relationship among oral, written, and read language.
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Purpose of the Study
The present study was designed in response to the need for
further investigation of the "interdependence" and "intercorrelations"
or oral, written, and read language in the literature.

That need has

been identified by professional organizations seeking to establish
the nature of the services of their memberships to learning disabled
children.

In particular, the need to investigate characteristics of

oral, read, and written language of a population classified as language
handicapped has been identified (Rubbelke 1979; Heintz 1979).
Language was defined by Bloom and Lahey (1978) as "a code
whereby ideas about the world are represented through a conventional
system of arbitrary signals for communication" (p. 4).

Language has

many component parts, identified by Bloom and Lahey (1978) as the
dimensions of "content," "form" and "use."
these writers,
language topics.

According to the model of

the content dimension consists of language content and
The form dimension is comprised of the linguistic

components of phonology, morphology, and syntax.

The use dimension

includes categories of use classified relative to function and contexts.
The linguistic component analyzed in the present study was
syntax.

Bloom and Lahey (1978, p. 17) defined syntax as the

"arrangement or order of words according to the meaning relation
between them."
An analysis of the syntax of the oral, written and read
language of school-aged children classified as learning disabled was of
particular interest because that component of language has been studied
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sufficiently in educationally-achieving children to provide established
procedures and data for comparison.

Research Questions
The present study was designed to answer the following questions.
1.

What syntactical structures characterize the oral language

of forty-six learning disabled children in grades two through eight?
2.

What syntactical structures characterize the written

language of forty-six learning disabled children, grades two through
eight?
3.

What is the relationship between the occurrence of specific

structures in the oral and the written language of the forty-six
subjects?
4.

What is th._ relationship between the occurrence of specific

structures in the oral and the written language of the subjects and the
errors demonstrated by the subjects during oral reading?
5.

Is the analysis system described by Dever (1978) useful for

the purpose of analyzing the syntax of the oral language, the written
language, and the reading errors of the forty-six school-aged, learning
disabled children?

Procedure
The subjects for this study were forty-six children who were
all attending a 1979 session of the University of North Dakota Summer
School for Learning Disabled Children.

The subjects were chosen from

a group of seventy-one children based on the adequacy of language
samples obtained.

The subjects were in grades two through eight (as
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of that August) and were enrolled in regular school classrooms during
the school year.

All were classified as having a specific learning

disability according to North Dakota Law (Section 15-59-07) (Guide I,
Special Education in North Dakota, December 1977) .

Specific learning

disability as defined in that law conforms to the definition adopted
by the National Advisory Committee on Handicapped Children (Lerner 1971).
The data were gathered by each subject's individual summer
tutor, a graduate student in Special Education at the University of
North Dakota, or by this investigator.

The graduate students received

specific instructions, both oral and written, on methods of obtaining
the data.

They were supervised by this investigator who circulated

from station to station during data collection.
Three types of data were obtained for each subject using the
following instruments and methods:
1.

An oral language sample:

The subjects were asked to retell,

in their own words, a story they had just read.

Further, the subjects

were engaged in conversation by their tutors with the goal of obtaining
a corpus of at least fifty utterances for each child.

These oral

samples were audiotape recorded for later transcription and analysis.
2.

A written language sample:

The subjects were shown the

stimulus picture from the Picture Story Language Test (Myklebust 1965)
and were given the specific directions from the test.
3.

An oral reading sample:

Selections from the Reading Miscue

Inventory (Goodman and Burke 1972), and ffom the Silvaroli Reading
Inventory (Silvaroli 1973) were read by the subjects.

The subject

performance was audiotaped for later transcription and analysis.
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All data were analyzed according to the categories and methods
described by Dever (1978).

Modifications were made in order to adapt

the method to the oral language of older children, to written language,
and to the analysis of reading errors.

These modifications will be

^escribed in a later chapter.

Limitations of the Study
Because of the limited number of subjects at each grade level,
the subject performances within the present study cannot be generalized
to a population of learning disabled children.

However, the data can be

considered from the perspective of testing the experimental design and
the methodology employed.

Further, the results provide an indication

of trends to be verified or denied by further research.

Definition of Terms
Definition of specific terminology used in the present study
are as follows:
Oral Language - language produced as spontaneous speech or as
speech elicited by visual or auditory stimuli.
Written Language - language produced as a written response to
visual or auditory stimuli.
Read Language - language produced orally in response to a
printed reading selection.

CHAPTER II

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

The present study was designed as a descriptive analysis of
the relationships among oral, written, and read syntax of school-aged
children who had been identified as learning disabled.

The review of

the literature which follows establishes the existence of relation
ships among oral, written, and read language.

The oral, written, and

read language are considered individually with regard to studies
previously undertaken.

Relationships Among Oral, Written
and Read Language
Myklebust (1965) viewed language systems, the auditory and the
written, as developing sequentially according to a pattern determined
phylogenetically, ontogenetically, neurologically and psychologically.
According to Myklebust, people first acquire the spoken word and
comprehend before they speak; reception precedes expression.
Myklebust further asserted that after auditory language has
been achieved and after the required additional maturity has been
attained neurologically and psychologically, the normal child acquires
the visual language forms; he learns to read and to write.

But, as

with auditory language, Myklebust argued that children first establish
the receptive aspects. This relationship between the auditory and
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visual language forms is hierarchical in nature, according to the
Myklebust model, meaning that to develop normally, the read form is
dependent on the auditory or spoken form and the written is dependent
on the integrity of both the auditory and the read forms of language.
Myklebust continued that
from this point of view . . . man has a total complex of
language consisting of three forms, spoken, read, and written,
each having a reciprocal affiliation with the other. This
reciprocal, hierarchical relationship is manifested in the
sequentialness of the developmental pattern
By implication,
when a deviation in facility with the written word occurs, it
may be the result of a disturbance in either of the other two
(auditory or read) which normally precede its acquisition or
by a combination involving components of each (p. 3).
Vygotsky (1962) compared "inner speech" (talking to one’s
self) with talking to others.

Inner speech can be highly abbreviated

and rapid, according to that investigator, but talking ro another
person requires filling in much additional information.

He asserted

that when we consider writing, we realize that it is just that much
farther removed from inner speech.

The reader is not present, so we

have no immediate feedback, either verbal or non-verbal

No

assumptions can be made about the specific knowledge of the reader.
Vygotsky argued that the change from maximally compact inner speech
to maximally detailed written speech requires deliberate structure of
the web of meaning.
Venezky, Calfie and Chapman (1970) stated that any complete
description of the reading process must include the transition from
written symbols to meaning.

These authors asserted that it is

unlikely that in learning to read a child acquires meanings, new
syntax or new morphology.

Rather the problem can be viewed as the
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learning of an alternative representational scheme for an existing
system.
A prominent group of investigators (Goodman 1970; Goodman and
Goodman 1976; Goodman and Green 1976; Goodman 1977; Goodman and
Goodman 1977 and 1979) have argued that differences between oral and
written language result from differences of function rather than from any
differences in intrinsic characteristics.

They argued that while any

meaning that can be expressed in speech can also be expressed in
writing and vice versa, we tend to use oral language for face-to-face
communication and written language to communicate over time and space.
Those investigators also have argued that for most people, oral language
competence develops earlier than written language competence because it
is needed sooner, but tuaL children growing up in literate societies
begin to respond to print as language almost as early as they begin to
talk.

"Traffic signs and commercial logos, the most functional and

situationally embedded written language in the environment, are learned
easily and early" (Goodman and Goodman 1977, p. 323).

The Goodmans have

argued that despite their differences and history of acquisition, oral
and written language processes become parallel for those who become
literate and that language users can choose the process that better
suits their purposes.

"Readers can go from print to meaning in a manner

parallel to the way they go from speech to meaning" (Goodman and
Goodman 1977, p. 323).
Olson (1977) contrasted explicit, written prose statements,
which he termed "texts" with more informal oral language statements,
which he termed "utterances."

According to Olson, texts and
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utterances may be contrasted at any one of several levels:

the

linguistic modes themselves--written language— versus oral language;
their usual uses— conversation, story-telling, verse and song--for the
oral mode versus statements, arguments, and essays for the written mode;
their summarizing forms--proverbs and aphorisms--for the oral mode
versus premises for the written mode; and finally the cultural
traditions built around those modes--an oral tradition— versus a
literate tradition.

Olson argued that there is a transition from

utterance to text both culturally and developmentally and that this
tradition can be described as one of increasing explicitness, with
language more able to stand as an unambiguous or autonomous
representation of meaning.
Muma (1978) conceptuali_ed the relationship among the various
aspects of language as consisting of an interrelationship among
reading, listening, speaking and writing, all with mutual underlying
cognitive-linguistic communicative capacities.
language can take many forms.

According to Muma,

He stated that we generally speak of

expressive and receptive modalities of language.

The expressive

modalities are speech and writing, and the receptive modalities are
listening and reading.

He further asserted that there is a common

misconception that these modalities are unique and rather independent.
While there are obvious differences and modalities are only semi
independent, they are more alike than different, more intimately
related than independent.

Muma argued that they share mutual under

lying cognitive-linguistic-communicative systems and processes, that
in their essentials are the same for all modalities but differ in
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surface features.

For example, the pronominal system is the same for

speech, listening, reading and writing.

The only difference is whether

the surface form of the pronominal system will be in phonemes or
graphemes.
Loban (1976) conducted a landmark study, gathering longitudinal
data on various aspects of language development from 211 subjects for
thirteen years, ranging from kindergarten through grade twelve.
considered oral language, written language, and reading.

Loban

His results

showed that those superior in oral language in kindergarten and grade
one before they learned to read and write were the very ones who
excelled in reading and writing by the time they were in grade six.
Loban stated that his data showed a positive relationship of success
among the language arts.

Listening and speaking appeared to be the

foundation for proficiency in other areas of language.
Several of Loban's conclusions were relevant to the present
study.

For example, the subjects rated high in language use by

teachers were the ones who consistently used longer communication
units in speech and writing; greater elaboration of subject and
predicate; more embedding in transformational grammar; greater use of
adjectival dependent clauses; and more use of dependent clauses of all
kinds.

The highly rated subjects also demonstrated higher scores on

tests of reading ability; higher scores on quality of written
composition; and increasing skill with connectors (e.g., 'unless,'
'although').
Schallert, Kleiman, and Rubin (1977) contrasted written and
oral language.

They have not argued against the concept of a mutual

17
underlying cognitive-linguistic system, but rather described the
differences in representation.

These researchers described writing

and speech as two modes of language, that may result in differences
in the skills and knowledge necessary for successful listening and
Reading.

Their study contrasted three categories of differences:

differences in the physical natures of speech and writing; differences
in the uses of speech and writing; and differences in characteristics
of the language generally found in speech and writing.
differences included:

Physical

speech provides auditory information and

writing provides visual information, speech is generally temporary
while writing is permanent, and speech has prosodic features while
writing does not.

Differences in the uses are related to use of speech

when communicants are in the same place at the same time while writing
is used to communicate over time and space.

Therefore speakers and

listeners often share a mutual non-linguistic context while writers and
readers do not.

Also speech and writing tend to be used to communicate

different types of information.

Concerning the actual types of

language used in speech and writing; Shallert, Kleiman, and Rubin
asserted that written language tends to contain longer and less common
words, it tends to be less redundant than oral language, it contains
fewer words to convey the same message, it is syntactically more
complex, it is more detailed and precise than oral language.

These

authors extended their assertions to consider reading:
If these differences in the language used in speech and
writing hold, they would entail differences in the
knowledge necessary for successful reading and listening.
The novice reader may well face more complex vocabulary,
sentence syntax, and discourse structures than he previously

18
encountered in speech, and therefore would need to extend
his knowledge in these areas. He also must adjust to the
greater detail and precision found in writing, and to learn
to take advantage of the permanence of writing to compensate
for its lack of repetition (p. 30).
In summary, authorities consulted in the area of language
development generally agreed that although surface representation differs,
• the language used in oral, written, and read language stems from a
common cognitive-linguistic system.

Facility with one aspect of

language is generally reflected in the other aspects.

Oral Language
According to Bloom and Lahey (1978), rapid developments in
linguistic theory and heightened interest in the study of language
development spurred the growth of linguistic approaches to language
disorders in children.

They stated that developments in the field of

linguistics, particularly the introduction of the theory of generativetransformational grammar by Chomsky in 1957 and 1965, provided more
sophisticated techniques for describing language than had previously
been available.

The sophistication and interest generated by these

ideas were first applied to the study of normal language development
and later to the study of deviant language development.

The study of

language disorders, according to Bloom and Lahey, involves the same
levels of description and methodological issues as the study of normal
language development:

obtaining evidence to be described, inter

preting the evidence in order to categorize it, and formulating the
interpretations with a scheme that provides a hypothesis about the
child's knowledge.
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Oral Language Assessment.

There are many commercially available

norm-referenced tests designed to measure syntactic skills.

However,

since the analysis of actual language samples was the method chosen for
this study, no attempt will be made to describe norm-referenced tests.
Rather, various methods for syntactic analysis of language samples will
be described.
Among the early advocates of evaluating syntactic development
through analysis of language samples were Johnson, Darley, and
Spriestersbach (1962).

They analyzed 50 utterances from each person

tested in terms of mean length of resonse (in words), means of five
longest responses, number of one-word responses, vocabulary measures
and structural complexity.
Streng (1972) published a method for assessing children's
language development based on transformational-generative grammar.
She favored that grammatical system largely because it suggested that
each language has a basic sentence pattern from which all sentences
can be generated by transforming the basic sentence; that is, by
rearranging sentence word order, combining sentences, or deleting
words and groups of words according to specific rules.
Muma (1973) suggested a refinement of form analysis that can
help in specifying the goals of intervention, the co-occurring and
restricted structure procedure (CORS).

This analysis compared the

grammatical contexts in which certain grammatical systems (e.g.,
adverbial, verb auxiliary, negation, and pronouns) that the child is
in the process of learning are produced.

The contexts in which

20
restricted forms (nonadult forms) occurred were compared with the
contexts in which the adult model form occurred.

The purpose of the

analysis was to see if the restricted structures tended to occur in
particular grammatical contexts (as sentence types, or with certain
sentence modifications), while the adult form occurred in other gram
matical contexts; that is, to explain the inconsistencies or variation
in terms of the co-occurrence of the restricted structure with other
structures.

This information is then used in planning which systems to

teach and the grammatical contexts in which the form should be taught.
Lee (1974) introduced Developmental Sentence Scoring as a method
for making a detailed, readily quantified and scored evaluation of a
child's use of standard English grammatical rules from a tape-recorded
■*v

sample of his spontaneous speech in conversation with an adult

This

method was constructed upon developmental stages of language
acquisition, and relied upon analysis of the elaboration of the basic
sentence components of subject, verb, and object.
Tyack and Gottsleben (1974) introduced a comprehensive method
for analyzing syntax from oral language samples.

These investigators

also described sentence analyses based on developmental norms, as
well as a count of the number of words and morphemes per sentence.
Intonation and pause patterns served as markers of sentence boundaries
in this method.
In his study, Loban (1976) used several methods for analyzing
syntactical development.

These included:

average number of words per

communication unit; syntactical elaboration of subject and predicate;
number of grammatical transformations; proportion of mazes to total
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speech; use of connectors (unless, although); number of dependent
clauses; uses of adjectival clauses.
Dever (1978) introduced a method of assessment based on a
tagmemic grammar of English

According to Dever, tagmemic theory was

first developed by Dr. Kenneth Pike and his colleagues of the Summer
Institute of Linguistics

Dever stated that tagmemic theory

distinguishes between form (what occurs) and function (the role it
plays).

"It is sometimes helpful to think of functions as providing

slots for forms to fill" (Dever 1978, p. 13).

Using this format, Dever

has developed a hierarchical system of analysis for assessing children's
language development.
Bloom and Lahey (1978), in contrast to the foregoing syntactic
measures, assessed form development from a semantic perspective.
considered substantive and relational words.

They

Substantive words named

specific objects and classes of objects ('mommy,' 'cookie,' 'ball')
while relational words were not defined according to constant
configurational and functional features, but instead were defined by
some relation that different objects can share.

This relationship was

either with themselves (reflexive object relations) or with one another
(intra-object or inter-object relations involving attribution, action,
location, or possession).

Relational words, according to Bloom and

Lahey, are adjectives, adverbs, verbs, and prepositions and they occur
in syntactic relation to nouns and pronouns in sentences.

This

perspective was employed in the analysis of form in language samples
obtained from children.
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Evidence for Continued Oral Syntactical Development Over the
School Years.

A common assumption among students of child language has

been that the child has mastered most of the grammatical forms of the
syntax of his native language by age five.

Accordingly, most research

carried out in the area of acquisition of syntax has concentrated on
children under five years of age (Slobin 1966, McNeill 1969).
Chomsky (1969) asserted that the grammar of a child of the age
of five differs in a number of significant respects from adult grammar,
and that the gradual disappearance of these discrepancies can be traced
as children exhibit increased knowledge over the next four or five years
of their development.

Chomsky investigated a number of grammatical

structures which are present in adult grammar and are part of ordinary
language usage, but which are found to be absent in the grammar of
five-year olds.

These structures were studied in the grammar of children

up to the age of ten, when the children's command of the structures is
found to approach that of adults.

According to Chomsky, the stages

found in the intervening years reveal an interesting and orderly
picture of gradual acquisition.
Chomsky (1969) studied children's acquisition of four verb
structures that were considered candidates for late acquisition.
Included in the study were forty normally-developing children
between the ages of five and ten.

Considerable variation was found in

the ages of children who knew the structures and those who did not, and
Chomsky was able to draw the following conclusions about acquisition
for the children in the sample.

Two of the structures were acquired
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between the ages of five years, six months and nine years and were
used correctly by all subjects nine years and over.

One structure was

still imperfectly learned by some children even at age ten, and one
was acquired fairly uniformly at about age five years, six months.
Chomsky concluded that contrary to the commonly held view that a child
has mastered the structures of his native language by the time he
reaches the age of six, active syntactic acquisition is taking place
up to the age of nine and perhaps even beyond.
Loban's (1976) study included 211 normally-developing students
that were followed from kindergarten through grade twelve.
these children within three subgroups:

He evaluated

those high in language (N = 35);

those low in language ability (N = 35); and a random group of subject
used to represent the total group (N = 35).
the following means:

Datawere collected through

annual oral interviews (with a set format

including questions and answers, followed by presentation of a series of
pictures the children were asked to describe); written compositions;
reading tests; intelligence tests, listening tests and ratings; a test
of the ability to use connectives; teacher ratings, and book lists
(books read by the children).

Loban's conclusions regarding stages

and velocity of language development are of interest.
Loban pointed out that at ages five and six years children
settled their use of pronouns, and also present and past tense of
verbs, using the intonation pattern of their family.
appeared more frequently.

Complex sentences

Two "preforms" of causality and

conditionality occur in which the ideas expressed by "why," "because,"
and "if" were implicit in the children's language.

In speech the

average number of words per oral communication unit was about 6.8.
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Loban suggested that at ages six and seven years further
progress occurred in sentence complexity, especially with adjectival
clauses.

Conditional dependent clauses (especially 'if') appeared.

Average number of words per oral communication unit was about 7.5.
Loban further argued that by ages seven and eight years
children could use relative pronouns as objects in subordinate
adjectival clauses.

Subordinate clauses beginning with 'when,' 'if,'

and 'because' appeared frequently.
a verb appeared.

The gerund phrase as an object of

The average number of words per oral communication

unit was about 7.6.
At ages nine and ten years, Loban asserted that children began
to relate particular concepts to general ideas, using such connectors
as 'meanwhile,' 'unless,' 'if,' and subordinating connector 'although.'
They began to use the present participle active.
participle appeared.

The perfect

The gerund as the object of a preposition

appeared. The average number of words per oral communication unit was
nine.
By ages eleven and twelve years, Loban argued that children
had the ability to frame hypotheses and envision their consequences.
This involved using complex sentences with subordinate clauses of
concession introduced by connectives like 'provided that,' 'nevertheless,'
'in spite of,' and 'unless.'

Auxiliary verbs such as 'might,' 'could,'

and 'should' appeared more frequently.

However, the children had

difficulties in distinguishing and using the past, past perfect and
present perfect tenses of the verb, and almost none of them used the
expanded form of the past perfect or future perfect.

Adverbial
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clauses occurred twice as frequently in the speech of the twelve
year olds as in the kindergartners.

It was also at this stage that

immature coordination of main clauses showed a marked decrease in both
speech and writing.
The stage of thinking "if this, then (probably) that is" was
emerging in speech, usually applied to temporal things rather than to
non-temporal ideas and relations.
Students in Loban's study showed a marked advance by ages eleven
and twelve, in using longer communication units and in the incidence
of subordinate adjectival clauses, both in speech and in writing.
Nouns modified by a participle or participial phrase appeared more
frequently than before.

So also did the gerund phrases, the adverbial

infinitive, and the command or coordinate predicate.

The average

number of words per oral communication unit was about 9.5.
In an attempt to make analysis of oral language practical for
the educational practitioner, Loban (1976, p. 122) performed a multiple
regression analysis on his elaboration index at grades one, two, and
three, combined with communication unit length and number of dependent
clauses as the predictor variables.

The prediction was definitely

reliable and Loban argued that the researcher or teacher could estimate
a primary school pupil's elaboration index score from the average
number of words per communication unit and the average number of
dependent clauses per communication unit.

He suggested this

simplification could also be used for written language at any point
and for the oral language of older children.
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In companion studies, Heintz (1979) and Rubbelke (1979) used
Dever's techniques to study the characteristics of noun phrases and
verb phrases produced by normally-developing fourth and sixth graders,
respectively.

They concluded that the structural complexity of noun

phrases and verb phrases in oral and written language was not
significantly different between the two grade levels.

Oral Linguistic Development of Learning Disabled Children.
Wiig and Semel (1976) have noted delays in the acquisition of
morphological and syntactic rules in learning disabled children,
suggesting deficits in linguistic competence.

These investigators

observed that learning disabled youngsters may experience problems in
interfacing structural properties of sentences and meaning properties
of sentences.

On a sentence repetition task, Wiig and Roach (1974)

noted that learning disabled adolescents showed limited ability to
code syntax and heavy dependence on semantic aspects for language
processing and were deficient in recalling sentences which violated
semantic rules.
Wiig and Semel (1976) stated that some learning disabled
youngsters appear to easily abstract and interpret the concepts
expressed in sentences, but fail to extract relationships implied by
sentence structure.

For example, they may abstract the concepts 'cat,'

'dog,’ and 'bite' correctly in a sentence such as "The cat was bitten
by the dog,' but may fail to identify the animal that did the biting
because the passive sentence structure was not processed correctly.
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Even though spontaneous language may superficially seem
grammatically appropriate, some learning disabled children, as
observed by Wiig and Semel (1976) tell stories using a series of
simple active declarative sentences of relatively short length.

The

sentences of such children may lack descriptive adjectives or
prepositional phrases.

Some learning disabled children, argued Wiig

and Semel, may produce compound sentences conjoined by 'and' or 'but,'
but complex sentences with embedding may be completely lacking.

In

addition, Wiig and Semel have observed that the spoken language of
learning disabled youngsters may be characterized by a preponderance
of interjections, indefinite pronouns, conjunctions, filled pauses,
and word repetitions.

Finally, Wiig and Semel argued that the

syntactic problems observed in learning disabled children may persist
into adolescence.
The foregoing review reveals that there are several methods
currently being used to evaluate oral language development; that
educationally-achieving children continue to increase their linguistic
skills throughout the school years; and that learning disabled children
may demonstrate delayed or disordered linguistic development.

These

observations provide further rationale for the study of the syntactic
structures in the language of a group of school-aged learning disabled
youngsters .

Written Language
Graves (1978) argued that research in writing is decades behind
that in reading.

He stated:
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Until the summer of 1977 the National Institute of Education
had not even included writing as a basic skill. Research
dollars for reading in relation to writing are at the one
thousand to one ratio. Of exemplary programs chosen for
recognition in 1976 by a U.S, Office of Education review
panel in the area of language, forty-six were in reading,
only seven included writing as one of eight to ten objectives,
and only one had a program for the specific development of
writing abilities (p. 638).
King and Rentel (1979) stated that unlike reading in which the
early years have been probed exhaustively, writing research has seldom
been conducted below the third grade.

They have reviewed the literature

in an attempt to develop a theory for early writing development.
Crystal (1979) has described the evolution of written language
from oral language as follows:

Language structure was seen by Crystal

as encompassing grammar and semantics. Grammar includes morphology and
syntax.

Semantics includes vocabulary and discourse.

occur in both oral and written language.

These dimensions

Only the transmission mode

differs.

In oral language, the categories of phonetics and phonology

pertain.

Phonology includes segmental aspects (articulation) and non-

segmental aspects (intonation).

In written language the categories

graphetics and graphology pertain.

Graphology includes segmental

aspects (spelling) and non-segmental aspects (punctuation).
Crystal asserted that the majority of errors in a piece of
work involve more than one level of language structure, and that when
looking at a child's written language, there is little point in
introducing remedial written work if the child has had not experience
with the constructions in question in his reading, or, more
fundamentally in his speaking or listening comprehension.
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Written Language Assessment.

In 1965, Myklebust published his

Picture Story Language Test (Myklebust 1965).

He emphasized that studies

of "creative writing" ability as well as studies of handwriting should
not be confused with investigations of developmental growth in facility
with the written word, nor with a scale designed to be useful in the
diagnosis of language disorders.

The Picture Story Language Test used

a picture about which a story is written.

The examiner is to hold up

the picture and state, "Look at this picture carefully."

After about

twenty seconds he says, "You are to write a story about it.
look at it as much and as often as you want to.
best story you can.

You may

Be sure to write the

Begin writing whenever you are ready."

Questions

are answered neutrally, and no time limit is set (Myklebust 1965,
p. 92-93).

The written language samples obtained are then scored

according to the following parameters:

productivity (length),

correctness (syntax), and content (abstract-concrete).

The syntax scale

in this instance includes word order, morphology, word choice and
punctuation.
substitutions.
formula.

Samples are scored according to additions, omissions, and
A syntax quotient is then computed according to a

The resulting Syntax Quotient is then comparable to norms

provided with the test.
Hunt (1964) devised a method for segmenting written language that
has been used extensively in later research.
minimal terminable unit (T-Unit).

This method is termed a

The T-Unit, basically, is the

shortest unit grammatically accepted as a sentence.

Any complex or

simple sentence would be one T-Unit, but any compound or compoundcomplex sentence would consist of two or more T-Units.

This type of
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categorization of syntax was considered necessary to avoid penalizing
or rewarding either the student who happens to link a series of
independent clauses together with 'and' or the student who begins each
punctuated sentence with 'and' or 'and then.'
O'Donnell (1968) asserted that to be practical an instrument
for measuring language development would be based on a reliable and
valid index of language maturity and would be easily administered.
Further, O'Donnell asserted that such an instrument would reduce to a
minimum the effects of such variables as length of composition, subject
matter, and conditions under which the writing samples are produced.
O'Donnell basically supported Hunt's concept of the T-Unit and
argued that its advantages included objective identification, no
alteration by poor punctuation, and preservation of the subordination
and coordination of words, phrases, and subordinate clauses.

The

T-Unit does not preserve coordination of main clauses, but excessive
coordination of main clauses was seen by O'Donnell as a sign of
immaturity, rather than of maturity.
Rubin, Buium, and Balow (1975) studied the grammatical
sophistication of the written language of twenty-five nine-year old
children.

They believed that exploration of grammatical

sophistication in written language had high potential for expanding
our understanding of the totality of written language development.
Their data were gathered via the Picture Story Language Test
(Myklebust 1965) . The samples obtained were then analyzed according
to Reweighted Developmental Sentence Scoring (Lee 1974), a method
developed for assessing oral language.

It is interesting to note that
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this study marked one of the first examples found in the literature
of using methods developed to assess oral language for the purpose of
assessing written language.

Another example of such a procedure was

the study by Bjork (1974).

She compared the written language of deaf

and normal children by applying Lee's (1974) Reweighted Developmental
Scoring (DSS) to written language samples.
Loban (1976) expanded Hunt's (1979) methods which were devised
for written language (T-Unit) and used his new method (communication
unit) to study both oral and written language and to make comparisons
between the two language forms.

A communication unit (C.U.) consists of

each independent clause and its modifiers.

The words comprising a

communication unit will fall into one of the following three categories
(Loban 1976, p. 9):
(1)
(2)

(3)

each ‘independent grammatical prediction;
each answer to a question, provided that the answer lacks
only the repetition of the question elements to satisfy
the criterion of independent prediction;
each word such as "yes" or "no" when given in answer
to a yes/no question.
Categories two and three are necessary only in oral language.
The written language samples used by Loban in his study were

obtained by selecting on an annual basis typical samples of the
subject's written language (one composition per year), beginning in
grade three.

The written samples were analyzed in a manner identical

to that of the oral samples.
Heintz (1979) and Rubbelke (1979), in companion studies,
analyzed the structural complexity of written language of fourth and
sixth graders, respectively.

The children were asked to view a film,

then both to speak and write about it.

Heintz and Rubbelke each
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employed the descriptive grammar presented by Dever (1978) to analyze
noun phrases and verb phrases in their samples.
At the New Hampshire Writing Process Laboratory* Donald H.
Graves and his associates have conducted studies of children's written
language development (Graves 1978, 1979a,b,c).

Graves (1979a) stated

that:
In the case study of children's writing, it is sometimes difficult
to know where the development ends and instruction begins. The
dilemma is not unlike the heredity-environment issue. Environment
activates the genetic potential, just as the teaching environment
interacts with the child to activate development (p. 571).
These researchers used a case-study approach to study written language
development longitudinally.
Hammill and Larsen (1978) have devised a Test of Written
Language (TOWL) with analysis based largely on a sample of the child's
writing in response to three simple pictures that tell a story.

The

written language obtained is analyzed in terms of vocabulary and
thematic maturity.

Other subjects are spelling, word usage

(inflections, morphemes, and other grammatical features) and style
(punctuation).
Quotient (WLQ).

These subtests are computed to attain a Written Language
Supplemental subtests taken from the written sample

are Thought Units (analogous to Hunt's T-Units and Loban's communication
units), and Handwriting.

Written Language Development. Myklebust (1965) reported that of
his measures, with educationally-achieving children, words per sentence
showed the most stable and continuous growth from age to age.

After age
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number of sentences did not increase but the number of words per
sentence increased through age seventeen.

With Myklebust's syntactic

measures, syntactic growth was rapid between seven and nine years, a
slight increment occurred between nine and eleven and virtually no
improvement was noted thereafter.
Rubin, Buium and Balow (1975) compared the grammatical
sophistication of oral and written language of twenty-five nine-yearold children, using Lee's (1974) Reweighted Developmental Sentence
Scoring.

They noted that the frequency of occurrence of varying levels

of grammatical sophistication in writing language did not precisely
parallel the development of levels of sophistication in the spoken
language repertoire of the child.

The greatest discrepancies occurred

on certain levels of noun modifiers, personal pronouns, main verbs and
secondary verbs.

However, while there appeared to be a general

correspondence between the grammatical forms produced orally by a
child and the levels produced most frequently in written composition,
their written language demonstrated a preference for early levels.
The structures which appeared last (by age six or seven, according to
these authors) in the child's oral language were completely absent in
the written compositions of the nine-year-old children.
Loban (1976) also found that althbugh the average number of
words per his communication unit did not parallel the smooth
developmental pattern found in oral language, there was continuous
growth through the twelfth grade.

Specifically, Loban observed that

by ages seven and eight, in the third grade, the children in his study
averaged six to seven words per communication unit.

By ages nine and
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ten the average was eight words per communication unit and by ages
eleven and twelve, the average was nine words per communication unit.
Loban stated that all subjects showed continuous growth in average
numbers of words per communication unit, but did not provide descriptive
data beyond age twelve.
When comparing oral and written language, in reference to
average number of words per communication unit, Loban's subjects tended
to speak and write in units of approximately the same average lengths.
When comparing the average number of dependent clauses per communication
unit, continuous growth was noted over grades four to twelve.

At

several stages there were plateaus, but in all the children, the
increase was observed by Loban.

In words in dependent clauses, as a

percentage of words in communication units, growth was also noted
throughout the school years in Loban's subjects.
When comparing his oral to his written data, Loban (1976, p. 63)
noted that:
Apparently, learning to write in a way that uses a large
repertoire of syntactical strategies develops more slowly
for those who lack proficiency in oral language. Very
plausibly, they need to develop and practice syntactic
complexities in speech before they can use them in writing.
When studying verb density in oral and written language, Loban
noted that this factor did not distinguish between high and low groups
in oral or written language and that there was not notable growth in
verb density over the school years.

He hypothesized that the method

of data collection may account for this finding.
Loban's landmark study has thus provided a model for comparing
oral and written language, and data from normally-developing children
with which to compare data from learning disabled children.
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Syntax and Reading
This portion of the review of the literature will focus on
the relationship between syntax and reading, and methods used to study
this relationship.
Wiener and Cromer (1970) asserted that investigators varied in
the extent to which they emphasized the role of already present
auditory language (i.e., knowledge of word meaning and the availability
of grammatical forms) either as a separate skill or as one included in
reading.

They believed that there may be little or no concern with

previously acquired auditory language capabilities when reading is
considered as identification (decoding words). When reading is
considered as comprehension, according to Wiener and Cromer, some
investigdtors dealt explicitly with the role of lang-ege ir r^arHno
Wiener and Cromer argued that a failure to be explicit about the
relationships between reading and previously acquired auditory language
often leads to ambiguities as to whether a particular difficulty is
a reading problem, language problem or both.
Smith (1971) argued that whatever the relation of speech to
writing, the fact that almost all children have acquired a good deal
of verbal fluency before they face the task of learning to read has a
dual significance for understanding the reading process.

He asserted

that in the first place children have a basis of language that is
obviously relevant to the process of learning to read.

The written

language is basically the same language as that of speech, even if it
has some special lexical, syntactical and communicational aspects.
Equally important, according to Smith, study of the manner in which
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children learn to speak and understand spoken language can provide
considerable insight into the manner in which they might approach the
task of learning to read.
By extension, it is assumed that if a child is not learning to
read as expected, a study of his oral language may provide insight
into his reading difficulties.
Smith (1971) also wrote that the difference between fluent and
beginning reading may be epitomized in the manner in which the reader
makes use of syntax, the bridge between surface structure and meaning.
Smith's theory was that the fluent reader can be regarded as crossing
the bridge from the "meaning side," merely sampling the visual infor
mation to confirm his expectations.

In other words, analysis of

meaning at the deep structure level leads to the analysis of the surface
visual structure.

Syntax, according to Smith, is a tool that the

fluent reader uses to predict what the surface representation should be
and he needs only a minimum of visual cues to provide a confirmation
of that prediction.

Smith argued that the beginning reader, however,

spends most of his time crossing the bridge of syntax in the opposite
direction.

He must deduce meaning from the surface structure.

The

novice reader is forced to analyze all the constituents of the surface
representation in order to be able to apply his syntactic skills.
The function of syntax, according to Smith, is to mediate
between surface structure and meaning.

Syntax must be the process by

which meaning is assigned to visual information.
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Pike (1976) observed that as children progress in reading,
their strategies seem to become linguistically directed and they
show a greater exploitation of linguistic knowledge.

She hypothesized

that eleven- and twelve-year-old children who fail to make progress in
reading still process oral language in an immature fashion.
studied memory for meaningful and anomalous sentences.

Pike

All children

in her study were able to use structure, both semantic and syntactic,
to help them remember.

Pike concluded that while the ability to make

efficient use of linguistic structure is no guarantee of reading
proficiency, inadequate development of this ability may hamper the
acquisition of fluent reading.

She concluded that there may be a

threshold level of proficiency prerequisite to reading development.
Huggins (1977) questioned the premise that in order to be able
to read, all that children need to learn is how to convert the printed
words into spoken words.

Written language, according to Huggins,

requires of the reader new skills and greater sophistication in
existing skills beyond those required for speaking.

Syntax can become

too complex for a child to unravel for two separate reasons:

either

because the semantic relations expressed are too far advanced for him
to understand, yet require complex syntax for their expression; or
because the syntax overloads his processing or memory abilities.
Goodman and Goodman (1979) hypothesized three cue systems in
reading:

graphophonemic (complex relationship between written and

spoken forms), syntactic, semantic.

These researchers argued that the

reader uses these systems interactively.
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The Goodmans (1979) presented a model of reading which
included optical, perceptual, and syntactical cycles.

The description

of the syntactical cycle amplified the Goodmans' assertion that when
reading, a person attempts to predict grammatical patterns.

They

argued that syntax is predicted and then confirmed or not confirmed by
the reader on the basis of the meaning derived from the printed material.
This process is additive, and a reader is constantly reconstructing
knowledge, modifying, and reorganizing.
The Goodmans (1979) also described factors they believed to be
important to the reading process.

These factors included a literate

environment, background experience, adult language input about written
language, adequate oral language development, knowledge of the
v=r-‘°ties of functions of written Language, the ability to use oral
language about written language.
Ribovich (1976) stated that there were no reading tests that
measured specific syntactic abilities with written language in a
comprehensive way.

She developed a fifty-six item test with sentences

varying in syntactic structure.

They were presented to children orally,

and the children responded by pointing to one of four five-by-seven
inch black and white picture choices.

Ribovich administered this test

to fourteen first grade children from each of nine schools.

That

author concluded that comprehension of the syntactic structures was
related to reading comprehension.
Moe and Rush (1977) examined the relationship between the oral
language fluency (syntax) of seventy-four children entering first grade
and their success in learning to read, measured at the end of the
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school year.

The conclusions drawn by this study emphasized a

positive relationship between oral language fluency (syntax) and
reading achievement.
Taylor (1976) investigated the ability of children in
kindergarten, first, and second grade to make linguistic judgements
about sentences that were either correct or disrupted along semantic
or grammatical lines, using puppets as models.

The relationship of

each type of sentence to reading achievement was also investigated,
for the first and second graders.

Results indicated that ability to

make linguistic judgements about the sentences is developmental in
nature.

Performance on all three sentence types is related to reading

achievement at first grade, but only performance on grammatically
disrupted sentences remains related at second grade.

Taylor concluded

that performance on correct and semantically disrupted sentences
reflected a linguistic maturity related to reading achievement at the
first grade level.
Hopkins (1977) analyzed the oral language of first grade
children and then compared her analysis to third grade reading
achievement.

She used an interview technique to obtain oral language

samples from one hundred first graders, sixty-two of whom were available
at third grade.

The samples were analyzed in terms of:

total words;

number of different words; type-token ratio; number of words not
included in the first five hundred words on the Thorndike List; total
number of T-Units; average T-Unit length; number of words in garbles
(compared to Loban's mazes); syntactic density and Developmental
Sentence Score (Lee 1974).

These oral language measures were the
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predictor variables, with the criterion variables being the subjects'
scores on the Stanford Achievement Test, Reading.

Results indicated

that the oral language measures predicted reading achievement better in
third grade than in first grade.

The average utterance length was the

best predictor of reading achievement in both first and third grades.
Sturdivant-Odwarka (1977) examined oral reading characteristics
associated with language development in second grade children, working
on the suppositions that oral syntactic proficiency influences a child's
use of syntax while reading and that this influence can be seen in oral
reading, particularly in the contextual appropriateness of errors.

Her

results suggested that oral syntactic proficiency, as measured by
Chomsky's linguistic instrument, did not relate to contextual
*

appropriateness of oral reading errors, but, rather to correction
behavior.
Intermediate grade level students were observed by Pflaum (1974)
to have more difficulty in reading the following structures than did
older students:

left and center embeddings, passives, nominalizations,

appositives, time changing elements, certain other connectives, previous
referring pronouns in some settings, and various deletions.

She stated

that the reading comprehension of fourth grade children was much higher
when reading material that was composed of sentence structures like those
most frequently used in their oral speech than when written materials
were composed of sentence structures of low frequency in their speech.
Similarly, in separate studies, Mavrogenes (1977) and Henry (1977) noted
that disabled secondary level readers made most of their meaningaffecting miscues on complex syntactical structures.
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Vogel (1975) completed an extensive analysis of the syntactic
abilities of normal and dyslexic children.

Dyslexia was defined as a

specific kind of reading disability resulting from neurological
dysfunction.

Syntax was subdivided into the following five categories

for measurement:

recognition of melody pattern; recognition of

grammaticality; comprehension of syntax; sentence repetition; and syntax
and morphology in expressive language.

Included in the study were

twenty dyslexic and twenty normal male Caucasian monolingual second
grade boys, aged seven years, four months to eight years, five months.
Dyslexics with reading comprehension difficulties were found to be
significantly deficient in oral syntax when compared to normal children.
Vogel stated that a basic assumption of her study was that
syntactic ability and the syntax of written material »re important
sources of information for the reader in the process of reading
comprehension.

A multiple regression analysis provided supportive

evidence validating this assumption.

The three predictors, syntax,

semantics, and decoding accounted for approximately three-quarters and
two-thirds of the variability in reading comprehension in the normal
and dyslexic groups, respectively.

Vogel suggested that this

discrepancy in overall predictability between the sample groups may, in
part, be a result of the inability of the dyslexic child to use
efficiently the semantic information he possesses because of his
syntactic deficiencies.

The most important implication of Vogel's

study for the teaching of reading, that researcher argued, was that
meaning is conveyed primarily through the syntactic structure rather
than through the individual words.
message.

Syntax carries the burden of the
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Vallutino (1977) supported Vogel's findings.

He stated that a

careful analysis of all the cognitive functions involved in learning to
read revealed that the heaviest demands are upon one's linguistic
abilities.

According to that researcher, acquisition of skill in

reading would appear to be especially vulnerable to abnormalities in
one or more aspects of verbal functioning.

He suggested that severely

impaired readers are not as proficient as other readers in their
knowledge of words, syntactic facility and verbal fluency in general.
He also asserted that although we cannot specify the relationship
between syntactic deficiencies and reading disability, the evidence
suggested that both difficulties appear at an early age and may have a
common source.

Vellutino concluded that the relationship between

syntactic deficiencies ~".d ’"eading problems may seem somewhat tenuous
given that the dyslexic is commonly described as having no ostensible
abnormalities in language that can be detected in spoken discourse.
Vallutino ascribed to the possibility that more subtle deficiencies in
grammatical competence may impede the development of reading skill.
Thus, he summarized, children who lag behind their peers in general
language ability, for example those who have difficulty with grammatic
transformational rules, who are unable to make morphophonemic
generalizations, who cannot perceive the syntactic invariants and
redundancies characteristic of all natural language can be expected to
have difficulty in one or more aspects of reading.

Miscue Analysis and Related Research
Goodman and Goodman (1979) have taken issue with norm-referenced
tests which divide reading into a series of discrete skills.

According
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to those investigators the only defensible way of evaluating reading is
related to an understanding of children and how they learn language.
Goodman and Goodman have thus developed a method of evaluating reading
skill by analyzing samples of oral reading.
miscue analysis.

This method is known as

A miscue was defined as "the deviation between the

oral response of the reader and the expected response of the text" (Allen
1976, p. 7).

A basic assumption was that every response which the

reader makes is cued in some way by the reading situation and these
responses very qualitatively.
The miscue analysis method of evaluating oral reading entails
obtaining a sample of a child reading orally.
on the reading material and

Miscues are then noted

categorized according to semantic,

syntactic or graphophonemic acceptibility.

The focus is on meaning,

and whether the meaning of the passage has been altered by the miscue
(Goodman and Burke 1972).

The Goodman and Burke Reading Miscue

Inventory (1972) was derived from the Goodman Taxonomy of Reading
Miscues (Goodman 1973).
generated much research.

This method of assessing oral reading has
In this section the studies related to

syntax and reading development will be considered.
Montoro (1976) asserted that the syntactic and semantic
components of a sentence are virtually inseparable.

Syntax and

semantics are examined separately in miscue research, because readers
can and do produce grammatical nonsense.

Children may make changes in

the surface structure without affecting meaning (e.g., 'the' for 'an')
but when meaning is changed (e.g., tense markers) then deep structure
(meaning) is misinterpreted by the reader.

Montoro stated that three
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questions regarding the miscue and syntax are asked:
acceptibility:

Is the sentence still grammatical?

transformations:
change:

(1) For syntactic
(2) For

What kind of change has occurred?

(3) For syntactic

To what extent has the reader's miscue altered the syntax of

the text?
Sims (1976) described five categories developed to examine
miscues as possibly involving one or more grammatical constituents.

A

miscue which involves one word, for example, may at the same time alter
the phrase structure of the clause in which it occurs.

That

investigator examined substitutions, insertions, omissions and
reversals at the submorphemic (changes of one or two phonemic
sequences) level; bound morpheme (suffix and prefix) level, word or
free morpheme level, phrase level, and clause level.
interrelated.

These are

Sims asserted that what may appear to be at first glance

a mispronunciation may have occurred because the reader was dealing
with one of the syntactic constituents of the sentence, and not
specifically with one word.

One must, according to Sims, view miscues

as phenomena which occur in a total language context.
The Goodman Taxonomy was based on a modified Fries model that
enabled observations to be made on surface characteristics of grammatical
features, and a system permitting deep structure observations of these
was incorporated into the model according to Rousch (1976) .
categories

included

Grammatical

noun, noun modifiers, verb, verb modifiers,

function words, and "indeterminate."

Allied with these categories

were filler and function features that permitted refinements within
categories.

For example, in the sentence, "I went with him,"
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the word "him" would be categorized as a noun, occupying the pronoun
filler and functioning as an object within the prepositional phrase.
This system is remarkably similar to the system used in this present
study (Dever 1978).
According to Rousch, this aspect of the taxonomy serves a dual
purpose.

It is possible to gain insights into whether a reader is able

to operate with a strong awareness of the grammatical features of the
text in so far as his or her ability to substitute words of the same
grammatical categories, as denoted by expected responses, is concerned.
A tendency to substitute a disproportionate percentage of, for example,
noun modifiers with nouns would point up a likely weakness in coping
with the noun modifier category in the reading situation.

Similarly, it

is possible to note the extent to which certain fillers or functions are
a potential difficulty.
Burke (1976) argued that while meaning is the system shared
by all communication processes, it is the syntactic system which is
unique to language.

According to Burke, the syntactic system acts as

the exchange through which the three language systems interact, and it
offers the fundamental support to the reading process.
Burke's observations concerning syntax and reading included
the following:
(1) Beginning readers bring a strong sense of grammatical
structure to the reading process, as demonstrated by their
ability to retain the grammatical function of miscued items.
In other words, a word read as a miscue retains the
grammatical function of the expected word. Function words,
prepositions, pre-noun determiners, all words that are not
nouns, verbs, adjectives or adverbs are the most frequently
retained. Since a limited number of structural patterns are
repetitively used within a language, these are highly
predictable.
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(2) The syntactic acceptibility of miscues is always
significantly higher than is their semantic acceptibility.
Seventy-one percent of the miscue-containing sentences
generated by average second graders and seventy-four
percent of those generated by average sixth graders are
syntactically acceptable.
(3) Miscues involving grammatical transformations tend to
cluster around pivotal points in sentence structure
(p. 81).
In summary, the Goodmans (1977) believed that reading is a
language process.

"Analysis of oral reading offers unique opportunities

for the study of linguistic and psycholinguistic processes.

What the

mouth reports in oral reading is not what the eye has seen, but what the
brain has generated for the mouth to report" (p. 318).

Miscues,

according to the Goodmans, reflect the degree to which the reader is
understanding and seeking information.

"We believe that the two most

important factors that make reading difficult are hard-to-predict
grammatical structures and high conceptual load" (p. 320).

Summary
The literature has been reviewed to examine the relationships
among oral, written, and read language of school-aged children, to
identify methods of assessing this relationship, and to specify some
expected developmental milestones.

In addition, an attempt was made

to describe problems often demonstrated by learning disabled children.
It has been shown that oral, written and read language apparently
evolve from a common cognitive-linguistic-communicative system.

If a

child shows proficiency in one aspect of the system, he is likely to
show proficiency with the others.

If., as is often the case with a learning
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disabled child, subtle or not-so-subtle language disabilities occur in
one aspect of language, one may suspect that another aspect will be
affected.

I

CHAPTER III

DESIGN OF THE STUDY

Introduction
This chapter will explain the procedures undertaken in the
present study.

Topics to be discussed are these:

the subjects,

data collection, and data analyses.

Subjects
Students from the University of North Dakota Summer School for
Learning Disabled Children served as subjects for this study.

These

children had all been diagnosed as learning disabled within their
school setting.

It is recognized that the term "learning disabled"

does not indicate a homogeneous population.

Nevertheless, all of the

children were educationally handicapped to some degree.
The seventy-one children in the school were initially considered
as subjects for this study, and data were obtained for all of them.
Because of the limited quantity of written language provided by the
youngest children, twenty-three of them were eliminated from the study.
Of the forty-eight remaining subjects, eight were in the eighth grade.
Because there were no children in grades nine, ten, or eleven enrolled
in the summer school program, two twelfth grade children were also
eliminated from the study.

This was done to avoid a large gap in the
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grade levels studied.

Data were then analyzed for forty-six

subjects.
The age range of the subjects was seven years, six months to
fourteen years, three months.
females.

There were thirty-two males and fourteen

All were Caucasian and from homes where English was the only

language spoken.

Data Collection
The children who attended this school did so for approximately
one hour per day for six weeks during the summer.

All were tutored by

graduate students in the Center for Teaching and Learning at the
University of North Dakota.

These graduate students were supervised by

professional educators and university faculty.
The data were collected during the fifth week of the school.
It was assumed that by that time each subject would have established a
relationship with his tutor that would enhance the collection of a
spontaneous oral language sample.

If, for some reason, a subject's

tutor was absent during data collection, one of the professional
educators or this investigator collected the samples.
The graduate students were instructed, as a group, on methods
of collecting the oral, written, and read samples.
specific written directions (Appendix A).

They were given

They were supervised on a

rotating basis by this investigator, who circulated among stations
while the data were being collected.
Each oral and read language sample was recorded on a portable
cassette tape recorder with an external microphone.

For the purpose of

this study the recorder, the magnetic audiotapes, and the recording
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environment provided adequate fidelity and negligible interference.
All oral and written samples were accumulated before any transcriptions
or analyses were begun.
The stimulus material used included the following:
Oral language sample.

The subjects were asked to retell, in

their own words, the story they had just read.

In addition they were

engaged in conversation by their tutors with the goal of obtaining a
corpus of at least fifty utterances from each subject.
Written language sample.

The subjects were shown the stimulus

picture from the Picture Story Language Test (Myklebust 1965) and were
given the specific directions from that test.
Oral reading sample.

Selections from the Reading Miscue

Inventory (Goodman and Burke 1971) and from the Silvaroli Classroom
Reading Inventory (Silvaroli 1973).

The tutors were instructed to

select material at or slightly above a subject's current instructional
reading level.
Each subject entered the data collection area as if for a
regular tutoring session.

After brief interaction with the tutor, each

subject was told to read a story which would be tape recorded.

The

subjects were also told that they would be asked to retell the story
after reading it.

After the reading was taped, the subject retold the

story as much as possible without interruption.

The subjects were then

engaged in dialogue by their tutors until adequate samples of utterances
were obtained.
The following day, each subject was presented with the. large
picture from Myklebust's (1965) Picture Story Language Test and given

the directions from the test.

Each subject was then provided with

paper and pencils and given as long as necessary to complete the
written language sample.
All oral data were then transcribed from the tapes and
transferred to scoring forms.

Transcriptions of the oral data were

performed by two experienced educators.
transcriptions done by the other.

Each listened to the

If they disagreed on a particular

segment, the tape was replayed until agreement was reached.
agreement was possible, the portion

If no

of the transcript in question

was omitted from the analysis.
Reading errors were tallied on transcripts of the stories read
by the children.

The written data were segmented and transferred to

scoring forms.

Data Analyses
The scoring procedure used in the present study will first be
outlined and then described in detail.

Oral and Written Language Samples
1.

These samples were first divided into communication units

following the procedures developed by Loban (1976).
2.

Also following Loban's model, "mazes" were bracketed.

3.

Following Dever's (1978) model, all oral and written

communication units were divided into noun phrases and verb phrases
for detailed analysis.
4.

Also following Dever's model, each communication unit was

analyzed according to clausal type.
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5.

Clausal elaboration and subordination were analyzed in

accordance with Dever's (1976) model.
6.

A comparison was then made between oral and written language

on all of the above dimensions:

noun phrases; verb phrases; clausal

type; clausal elaboration; and clausal subordination.
All of the analyses were based on presence of constituent
categories, rather than on the presence of errors.

The reading data,

however, were treated according to errors noted in oral reading.
error was identified as any deviation from the text.

An

The reading

samples were analyzed according to the following criteria:
1.

Reading errors were identified and tallied according to

those dimensions used for the oral and written language sample analyses.
2.

Three other categories specific to only the reading data

were identified on the basis of errors noted in the oral reading.
These were:

a) errors on words used to introduce quotations; b) words

that were used as adjectives when they normally are used as nouns;
c) errors on words used as proper nouns when they normally appear as
common nouns.

Analysis of Oral and Written
Language Samples
Communication Units
Segmenting the flow of oral language from a school-aged child
presents difficulties.

Methods based on sentences such as the ones

used by Lee (1974) and Dever (1978) are difficult to use because of the
low reliability of correctly identifying the sentence boundaries
(Loban 1976).

In oral language older children tend to produce sentences
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that flow into one another and utterances are often marked with "verbal
lubricants" such as "and so . . .," "and uh."

Such paralinguistic

devices make it difficult to identify specific sentence boundaries.
Loban (1976) settled upon the use of the communication unit as
a segmenting device in his study, and it was found to be suitable for
the present data.

In all cases, the words comprising a communication

unit fall into one of the following three categories (Loban 1976,
p. 9) :
1.

each independent grammatical prediction;

2.

each answer to a question, provided that the answer lacks only
the repetition of the question elements to satisfy the
criterion of independent prediction;

3.

each word such as "yes" or "no" when given in answer to a
question such as "Have you been sick?"
In the present study two exceptions were made to Loban's

categorizations.
1.

If the examiner initiated dialogue using a series of

"yes/no" questions, thus stimulating one-word responses, only one
response in the series was tallied.
2.

If the child frequently responded with "I don't know,"

this response was tallied and analyzed only once.

Mazes
A maze is "a series of words (or initial parts of words) or
unattached fragments which do not constitute a communication unit and
are not necessary to the communication unit" (Logan 1976, p. 10).
Examples are hesitations, false starts, and repetition of words.
Written mazes consist of word repetitions within communication units
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or of short sentence fragments.

Although the decision was made not

to analyze the content of mazes in relation to the other data, they
were bracketed and noted.

Noun Phrases
The complexity of the noun phrases was determined quantitatively
on the basis of frequency of occurrence of the various individual noun
phrase filler classes and combinations of the filler classes (Dever
1978).

The complexity was also determined qualitatively through

descriptive and comparative analyses of the phrase constituents.
Dever (1978) summarized the English noun phrase with the
formula presented below.
The English noun phrase consists of an optional limiter filled
by the words 'only, merely, just even, at least, particularly,
especially'; an optional determiner one, filled by an quantity
phrase; an optional determiner two, filled by either a possessor
phrase, an indefinite article, or a definite phrase; and optional
determiner three filled by a numeral phrase, a numeral comparison
phrase, or a quantifier phrase; an optional loose-knit modifier
filled by an adjective phrase; and optional close-knit modifier
filled by a nominal phrase or a genitival phrase; an obligatory
head filled by a noun or a complex nominal; an optional
restrictive modifier filled by an adverbial, an adjective phrase,
or a prepositional phrase; and an optional non-restrictive modifier
filled by an adverbial, adjective phrase, or a prepositional
phrase (p. 94).
For the purpose of the present study, the head noun constituent
was characterized as being one of the following seven structural forms:
1.

noun - e.g., 'dictionary,' 'room,' 'pills';

2.

infinitive - e.g., 'to get,'

3.

gerund - e.g., 'shopping,'

4.

proper noun - e.g., 'Benjy, 'Larry,' 'Dad';

5.

pronoun - e.g., 'it,' 'him,' 'they';

'to bring,' 'to go';

'paying,' 'looking';
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6.

complex nominal - e.g., 'the other side of the room,' 'the

biggest number of animals,' 'each other';
7.

noun clause - e.g., "Benjy said that he could not keep his

job,' 'he didn't know what they would do,' 'his mom asked Benjy if he
would go and get some toothpaste.'
The restrictive and nonrestrictive modifier constituent, for
the purpose of the present study, was characterized as being one of the
following structural forms:
1.

adverbial - e.g., 'this tape here,' 'a few minutes later,'

'the book up there';
2.

adjective phrase - e.g., 'he saw his friends stealing some

toys,' 'he saw his friends taking something,' 'there were twelve pills
tt>~»
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3.

prepositional phrase - e.g., 'he saw a line in the room,'

'hands behind the back,' 'the boy made the house for the little people';
4.

predicate adjective - 'there was something wrong,' 'he was

sick,' 'she was lonely';
5.

infinitive used as a predicate adjective - e.g., 'he was

to ride the bus,' 'he has to walk,' 'we were going to stay.'
Dever (1978) also summarized the English verb phrase:
The verb phrase consists of optional and obligatory tense
function that may or may not have negation attached to it;
and optional modal filled by 'may, can, shall, will, or
must'; an optional perfective function filled by HAVE-en;
an optional passive function filled by BE-en; and an
obligatory head function that is filled by a verb stem.
Tense is attached to the first function that appears in the
verb phrase and may require the dummy DO in transitive and
intransitive clauses if there is no other auxiliary. The
perfective, continuum, and passive functions are discontinuous,
i.e., the auxiliary appears in one place and the inflection
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is attached to the next element in the string. The DO, HAVE,
and BE auxiliaries change forms to agree with the subject of
the clause in terms of person, number, and tense. The stem
that fills the head function can be a transitive verb, an
intransitive verb, or the equative verb BE (p. 76-77).
In the present study, both auxiliary forms, emphatic "do" and
obligatory "do" were included in the analyses.
1.

emphatic 'do' - e.g.,

Examples included:

'he did take it,' 'I d£ want to tell,'

'I d<D like the cars' (stated with vocal emphasis);
2.

obligatory 'do' - e.g., 'd<3 I tell the end,' 'why did you

take those toys,' 'why did he have to tell us.'
Both the modals ('can,' 'could,' 'shall,' 'should,'

'will,'

'would,' 'may,' 'might,' 'must') and the following six quasi-modals
were included within the verb phrase analyses.
1.

going to - e.g., 'he was going to steal the car,' 'be was

going to go to the store,' 'they were going to count the pills';
2.

had to - e.g., 'he had to get the toothpaste,' 'Benjy

had to

tell his mom,' 'Larry had to fix the bike';
3.

ought to - e.g., 'he ought to tell his mother,'

'he ought to

be fired,' 'he ought to go to court';
4.

have to - e.g., "I have to go to work,' 'you have to get

some toothpaste,' 'you have to sweep the floor';
5.
father

has to - e.g., "Benjy has to tell the store clerk,' 'Larry's

has to go to work,' 'he has to get the toothpaste';
6.

had better - e.g., 'he had better go to the store,' 'she

had better tell on Larry,' 'Larry had better give the pills back.'
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Clausal Types
Although not every communication unit consisted of a clause,
those that did were analyzed according to the following clausal types,
taken from Dever (1978):
1.

Transitive
a)

declarative - e.g., 'he broke his airplane,' 'Victor

put tape on the floor,' 'Billy left the light on';
b)

interrogative - e.g., 'who did that?' 'why does your

sone want a horse?' 'why don't you put him on the horse?'
c)

imperative - e.g., 'look at the old man,'

'now shut

the window,' 'pick the plane up';
2.

Intransitive
a)

declarative - e.g., 'Victor did come,' 'I will so too,'

b)

interrogative - e.g., 'who would pitch?' 'didn't they

'she left.'

move?' 'will she go?'
c)

imperative - e.g., 'wait,' 'come here,' 'please move

over.'
3.

Equative
a)

declarative - e.g., 'it's on,' 'he is sad,' 'that was

the deer's leg.'
b)

interrogative - e.g., 'what's her last name now?'

'where was that?' 'what is new?'
c)

imperative - e.g.,

play!' 'be silly!'

'be a doctor!' 'be a fat man in the
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Clause Elaboration and Subordination
Loban (1976) stated that:
Certainly it is true that sentence complexity is not necessarily
a virtue; multiple embeddings can obfuscate rather than illuminate
meanings. On the other hand, research has established by now
the fact that elaboration and complexity of syntax are clearly
measures of development in oral and written language (p. 35).
With this in mind, three measures of elaboration were included
in this study:
1.

prepositional phrases - e.g., 'They went in the plane, 1

"There is a box of toys on a chair, ' 'He stayed home from school';
2.

conjoined noun phrases - e.g., 'They are Jan and Bob,'

'Jack and his father flew it,' 'The old man and his son decided to
sell the donkey';
3.

coordinated clauses - e.g., 'Billy got mad and he went

home,' 'The mailman saw it and he called the fire department,' 'It
came and then it sprayed the fire.'
Three types of dependent clauses were identified:
1.

adjectival clause - e.g., 'There was one thing that looked

like a log,' 'He saw a log which was floating in the water,' 'It was
about a deer that was trying to get to the other side of the river';
2.

noun clause - e.g., 'He looked out the window to see what was

going on in the street,' 'I think it was the other window,' 'He said
see the car';
3.

adverbial clause - e.g., 'Soon they came to a field where

some men were working,' 'They walked the donkey until they came to a
well,' 'Look at his son riding while the man walks."
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As previously stated, all the above measures were used with
both oral and written language samples.

Comparisons were made between

the two types of samples for all categories.

Analysis of Reading Samples
Reading errors were tallied according to the conventions
described by Goodman and Burke (1972).
text was classified as an error.
were not tallied as errors.

Any deviation from the written

Repetitions and self-corrections

The substitution of one determiner for

another was not counted as an error, e.g., "the" for "a" or "an."
Reading errors were then classified as having occurred in one
of the following constructions:

noun phrase, verb phrase, prepositional

phrase, conjoined noun phrase, coordinated clause, adjectival clause,
noun clause, or adverbial clause.

A comparison was then made between

the number of errors in each category of syntactical structure and the
occurrence of each syntactical structure in the oral and written
language samples.
Rousch (1976, p. 49) stated that "the practice of controlling
vocabulary, and then injecting newly-taught words into the text
irrespective of their grammatical characteristics can be a source of
confusion for young readers, e.g., "we crept into the circus tent."
With this in mind, initial analysis of the reading data led to the
inclusion of the following three categories:

errors on the vocabulary

of quotations; errors on words used as adjectives when the particular
word normally is used as a noun; and errors on words used as proper nouns
when they normally are seen as common nouns.
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Statistical Analyses
1.

The frequency of occurrence of all syntactic categories

were determined by grade level for the oral, written, and read language
of the subjects.
2.

The relationships among the syntactic categories present

within the oral and written language samples and the erred structures
within the reading performance were determined.
3.

The relationship between the length of oral and written

communication units and number of dependent clauses was determined.

Qualitative Analyses
Because language forms may differ qualitatively as well as
quantitatively, descriptive data were included in the analyses.

For

example, vocabulary and concepts expressed by an eighth grader may
have been more sophisticated than those of a first grader and yet may
have appeared within similar syntactic structures.

CHAPTER IV

ANALYSIS OF THE DATA

This study was designed to compare the oral and written language
of forty-six school-aged learning disabled children by quantitatively
and qualitatively analyzing the structural complexity of samples of
each of those aspects of language.

Comparisons were also made between

oral and written constituents and errors in oral reading.

Tagmemic

grammar as presented in Dever's (1978) descriptive grammatical system
was applied to the analyses of the language samples and to the
reading errors.
The frequency of occurrence of selected constituents within
each the oral and written samples is provided in the discussion that
follows.

The relationships among the frequency of occurrence of the

constituents of oral and written language are also provided.

The

analyses of these frequency of occurrence data constitute the
quantitative analyses.

The identification and comparison of the

types of structural constituents present within the oral and written
language samples of the forty-six subjects constitute the
qualitative analyses of the data.
Finally, the findings relative to oral and written language
performance are compared to an analysis of the errors in the oral
reading of the subjects.

A summary of major findings is reserved

for discussion in Chapter V.
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Communication Units
The means and standard deviations of communication units
(C.U.'s) in the oral and written samples are presented in Table 1.
These results are reported by grade level.

TABLE 1
MEANS AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS OF COMMUNICATION UNITS (C.U.'s)
USED IN THE ORAL AND WRITTEN LANGUAGE SAMPLES

Grade

N of
Subjects

Oral C.U.’s
Mean
S.D.

Written C.U.'s
Mean
S.D.

2

5

45.60

9.83

8.00

10.32

3

4

33.00

14.21

3.25

1.50

4

16

41.81

10.89

6.31

4.64

5

7
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14.68
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6

4

39.00

18.22

9.00

3.83

7

2

45.50

6.36

5.00

1.41

8

8

30.75

13.08

8.25

4.68

'

<

O

The goal during data collection for the present study was to
obtain fifty oral utterances per child for analysis.

In most cases this

was accomplished (not all utterances are communication units and
therefore would not be included in Table 1).
utterances were not obtained.

In some cases, fifty

Initially this was considered to be a

result of the interviewing technique.

However, Bryan (1979) reported

that in her study of elementary-aged learning disabled children these
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children were poor conversational partners, especially when situations
were ambiguous.

She concluded that these children did not ask questions,

were not persuasive, were not able to extend a conversation, and often
suffered communication breakdown.

It is reasonable then that an adult

would resort to "yes/no questions" in order to extend a conversation,
and thus the low number of communication units for some children would
be at least partially explained.
A comparison of the mean number of communication units in the
oral and written samples in Table 1 reveals that the subjects
consistently provided greater numbers of communication units orally.
The number of oral communication units ranged from 30.75 for the
eighth grade subjects to 45.60 for the second grade subjects.

The

number of written communication units ranged from 3.25 for the third
grade subjects to 9.00 for the sixth grade subjects.

In providing the

written samples each subject was encouraged to write as lengthy a
sample as possible.
The mean number of communication units in the written samples
did not increase consistently from grade two through grade eight.
contrasts with the results reported by Loban (1976).

This

His educationally-

achieving population showed an increase throughout the school years.
However, his study was longitudinal in comparison to the present crosssectional study.

Further, Loban investigated the performance of more

than two hundred children, as compared to forty-six subjects of the
present study, which included one age group consisting of only two
subj ects.
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Noun Phrases
The noun phrase constituents used in the analysis of the oral
and written samples are described in Table 2.
Dever (1978) made the following assertion regarding noun
phrases:
The only function that must be filled in a noun phrase is the
head function. All other functions are optional. The head
must appear in order for a noun phrase to exist. At the least,
it must contain a noun. Clearly, then, a noun phrase can
consist of a single word (p. 9).
To facilitate discussion of noun phrases in the present study,
the sequence of their development (Dever 1978) in normally-achieving
children is presented in Table 3.
The means and standard deviations for the frequency of
a

occurrence of noun phrases used in the oral and written samples are
presented in Table 4 by grade level.
Table 4 reveals that the written language samples contained
many fewer noun phrases than did the oral language samples.
A comparison of Tables 2 and 4 reveals that those subjects who
used the greatest number of communication units also used the most
noun phrases.

Those subjects with fewer communication units presented

fewer noun phrases.
Further quantitative analyses of interest in the present study
include the means and standard deviations of the frequency of occurrence
of the various noun phrase constituents.

The noun phrase constituents

used by the subjects in the present study are detailed in the following
tables and descriptions.
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TABLE 2
THE NOUN PHRASE CONSTITUENTS USED IN THE ANALYSIS OF
ORAL AND WRITTEN LANGUAGE SAMPLES

Constituents

Examples

Limiter (Lim)
e.g., only, just, even

just a little thing
only eighty-eight pills
at least twenty years

Determiner-^ (Det-^)
e.g., quantity phrase

all the things
both boys
half of the pills

Determine^ (Det2 )
e.g., possessor phrase
indefinite article,
definite article

his mother
a phone call
the store

Determine^ (Det3 )
numeral comparison phrase,
quantifier phrase

tweleve pills
more than twenty pills
some paper

Loose Knit Modifier (LKM)
e.g., adjective phrase

the next day
my best friend
a little thing

Close Knit Modifier (CKM)
e.g., nominal phrase
genitival phrase

the school supplies
his friend's parents
the toy section

Head Noun (Head)
e.g., common noun, infinitive
gerund, proper noun,
pronoun, complex nominal,
noun clause

It is a toy.
He wants to go.
Skiing is fun.
John is big.
He is a boy.
Thousands of people came.
He knew that I would come.

Restrictive Modifier (RM)
e.g., adverbial, adjective
phrase, adjective clause,
prepositional phrase

his friends by the toys
his son Larry
something that wasn't his

Nonrestrictive Modifier (NRM)
e.g., adverbial, adjective
phrase, adjective clause,
prepositional phrase

Marcia, the daughter
Larry, the father's son
Marcia, the little girl
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TABLE 3
SEQUENCE OF ACQUISITION OF NOUN PHRASE CONSTITUENTS
(ADAPTED FROM DEVER 1978 P. 175)

Noun Phrase Constituents

1.
2.
3.
4.

Determiner^ Articles
Pronouns
Determine^ Possessive Pronouns
Plural Inflection (-S)

5.
6.

Possessive Inflection (-S2 )
Loose-Knit Modifier

7.
8.
9.

Determiner^
Determiner^
Close-Knit Modifier

10.
11.
12.
13.

Objective Restrictive Modifier
(adverbials)
Objective Restrictive Modifier
(clause)
Subject Restrictive Modifier
(adverbials and clauses)
Complex Nominals

Table 5 reveals that limiters are used infrequently in the
oral language samples and almost never in the written samples.
include the following:

Grade two oral language —

Examples

"about fifteen

minutes," and "about a couple of days later"; grade eight written
language —

"only about three."

It can be seen from Table 6 that there is no discernable
tendency toward the increase in use of the determiner^ in the oral
language of the older children and that it does not commonly occur in
either oral or written language.

According to Dever (1976), the

determiner-^ is not a particularly early-developing constituent of the
noun phrase.
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TABLE 4
MEANS AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS OF NOUN PHRASES (N.P.'S) USED
IN THE ORAL AND WRITTEN LANGUAGE SAMPLES

Grade

N of
Subj ects

Oral N.P.'s
Mean
S.D.

Written N.P.'s
S.D.
Mean

2

5

104.60

24.99

20.60

23.42

3

4

79.75

46.91

8.25

4.35

4

16

103.00

29.99

18.00

10.97

5

7

94.86

37.02

20.29

14.74

6

4

100.25

50.33

29.50

14.53

7

2

115.50

17.68

17.00

11.31

8

8

79.38

27.45

25.00

11.06

TABLE 5
MEANS AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS OF LIMITERS USED IN THE ORAL
AND WRITTEN LANGUAGE SAMPLES

Grade

N of
Subjects

Oral Limiters
Mean
S.D.

Written Limiters
Mean
S.D.

2

5

1.40

2.67

0.00

0.00

3

4

0.00

0.00

0.00

0.00

4

16

0.31

0.60

0.60

0.25

5

7

0.57

1.13

0.00

0.00

6

4

1.00

0.82

0.00

0.00

7

2

1.00

1.41

0.00

0.00

8

8

0.00

0.00

0.13

0.35
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TABLE 6
MEANS AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS OF DETERMINER-^ (DET^) USED IN
THE ORAL AND WRITTEN LANGUAGE SAMPLES

Grade

Subjects

Oral Det-^
Mean
S.D.

Written Det^
Mean
S.D.

2

5

1.20

2.16

0.20

0.45

3

4

1.75

1.50

0.00

0.00

4

16

0.75

1.44

0.00

0.00

5

7

1.14

1.35

0.00

0.00

6

4

1.00

0.82

1.00

0.82

7

2

3.00

4.24

0.00

0.00

8

8

1.50

1.31

0.38

0.74

Examples include the following:
the time"; grade seven oral language —
eight written language —

Grade two oral language —

"all

"one of their games"; and grade

"all day."

According to Dever (1976) the determine^ (possessor phrase,
indefinite and definite article) is the earliest-developing noun-phrase
filler.

Table 7 demonstrates that this constituent of the noun phrase

is firmly within the repertoire of both the oral and written language of
even the youngest subjects in the sample.

Furthermore, use remains

relatively constant throughout all age levels.

The determine^

syntactic category has been further subdivided to establish which type
of determine^ is most frequently used.
8, 9, and 10.

The results follow in Tables
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TABLE 7
MEANS AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS OF DETERMINER2 (DET?) USED IN
THE ORAL AND WRITTEN LANGUAGE SAMPLES

Grade

N of
Subj ects

Oral Det2
Mean
S.D.

Written Det2
Mean
S.D.

2

5

27.80

4.21

9.40

9.91

3

4

24.00

12.91

4.00

2.94

4

16

35.00

11.66

8.44

4.99

5

7

27.00

11.94

7.86

7.78

6

4

29.25

15.20

11.25

4.57

7

2

30.00

1.41

5.50

0.71

8

8

27.50

8.96

10.38

4.63

TABLE 8
MEANS AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS OF DETERMINER2 - POSSESSIVES (DET2 - POSS)
. USED IN THE ORAL AND WRITTEN LANGUAGE SAMPLES

Grade

N of
Subj ects

Oral Det2 - Poss
Mean
S.D.

Written Det2 -- Poss
S.D.
Mean

2

5

7.00

3.00

1.60

1.67

3

4

8.75

4.50

0.50

0.58

4

16

7.25

4.51

1.88

2.39

5

7

8.43

2.94

1.00

0.82

6

4

6.50

5.97

2.75

2.99

7

2

3.50

0.71

1.00

1.41

8

8

4.13

3.40

1.25

2.05
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TABLE 9
MEANS AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS OF DETERMINER2 - INDEFINITE ARTICLE
(DET2 -INDEF. ART.) USED IN THE ORAL AND WRITTEN LANGUAGE SAMPLES

Grade

N of
Subj ects

Oral Det2 - Indef. Art.
Mean
S.D.

Written Det2 - Indef. Art.
Mean
S.D.

2

5

8.00

2.34

4.80

6.34

3

4

4.50

2.38

1.50

1.29

4

16

5.63

4.18

3.44

2.85

5

7

5.71

5.79

3.71

4.42

6

4

5.00

4.24

3.50

2.08

7

2

13.00

5.66

2.00

0.00

8

8

6.75

3.06

3.88

1.73

TABLE 10
MEANS AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS OF d e t e r m i n e r 2 - DEFINITE ARTICLE (DET2 DEF. ART.) USED IN THE ORAL AND WRITTEN LANGUAGE SAMPLES

Grade

N of
Subj ects

Oral Det:2 - Def. Art.
Mean
S.D.

Written Det2 - Def. Art,
Mean
S.D.

2

5

12.80

6.10

2.80

2.77

3

4

12.25

9.29

2.00

2.31

4

16

22.75

7.47

3.13

3.20

5

7

12.86

5.11

3.14

3.72

6

4

17.25

9.71

5.00

3.56

7

2

13.50

4.95

2.50

2.12

8

8

16.63

7.19

5.25

3.06
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From these tables of means and standard deviations, it can be
seen that in oral language the
used type of determiner^.

definite article is the most frequently

There is no clear difference between

frequency of possessives and indefinite articles.

Both were used

throughout the grade levels studied; both were used less often than
were definite articles.
In written language, definite and indefinite articles are
used throughout the grade levels in fairly similar frequency.

Very

few possessives are used at any level, with no increase in later grades
The means and standard deviations of the determiner^ quantifiers used in the oral and written language samples are
presented in Table 11.

*

TABLE 11
MEANS AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS OF DETERMINER^ - QUANTIFIERS (Det3 QUANT.) USED IN THE ORAL AND WRITTEN-3LANGUAGE SAMPLES

Grade

N of
Subjects

Oral Det3 - Quant.
S.D.
Mean

Written Det3 — Quant.
S.D.
Mean

2

5

2.20

2.17

0.20

0.45

3

4

2.00

2.70

0.00

0.00

4

16

1.81

2.14

0.75

1.24

5

7

4.43

2.44

0.71

0.76

6

4

4.50

3.32

1.50

1.73

7

2

5.00

5.66

0.00

0.00

8

8

1.25

1.58

1.38

1.30
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From Table 11 it can be seen that in oral language there is an
increase in use of this structure over grade levels, with the
exception of the eighth grade.

In the written samples, this

constituent was represented in all grades by numerical terms, age
terms, or stereotypic terms such as:

Grade two oral language —

people"; grade two written language —
five oral language —

"four

"seven years old"; and grade

"a lot of mess."

The means and standard deviations of loose knit modifiers
(LKM) used in the oral and written language samples are presented in
Table 12.

TABLE 12
MEANS AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS OF LOOSE KNIT MODIFIERS (LKM)
USED IN THE ORAL AND WRITTEN LANGUAGE SAMPLES

Grade

N of
Subj ects

Oral LKM
Mean
S.D.

Written LKM
Mean
S.D.

2

5

7.20

4.32

1.00

1.73

3

4

3.00

2.45

0.25

0.50

4

16

4.81

3.41

0.81

1.11

5

7

4.00

5.29

1.85

2.67

6

4

5.00

3.83

1.00

0.82

7

2

3.50

2.12

0.00

0.00

8

8

3.38

2.92

2.13

3.60

Loose knit modifiers are adjectival terms which, according to Dever
(1978), are fairly early-developing constituents of the noun phrase.
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As descriptive terms they perform an important function in phrase
elaboration.

It is also possible to string these constituents

together to describe more than one attribute of a noun.
would be:

Examples

"the big yellow hat," or "a long narrow road."

The present data show that the younger children used loose
knit modifiers more frequently than did the older children in the
oral samples and, with the exception of the eighth graders, at about
the same level in the written samples.
oral language —

Examples include:

Grade two

"the mean guy"; and grade eight written language —

"a cute, little boy."
It was only in the written sample of the eighth grade subjects
that examples of multiple loose knit modifiers were noted within a
single noun phrase (e.g., "a big, black cat").
The means and standard deviations of close knit modifiers
(CKM) are presented in Table 13.
According to Dever (1978), the close knit modifier may be
nominal or noun-like in nature (e.g., a peach basket) or it may be
genitival in nature (e.g., the men's store burned down).

The close

knit modifier is usually somewhat later to develop than is the loose
knit modifier.

Examples include:

Grade two oral language —

swimming pool"; grade seven written language —

"the

"a dinner table."

The only obligatory constituent of a noun phrase is the head
noun.

Therefore, by definition each noun phrase contains one head

noun.

In the present analysis, the following fillers of the head noun

function were defined;

common noun, infinitive, gerund, proper noun.

pronoun, complex nominal, and noun clause.

This analysis represents

74
a modification of Dever's (1978) analysis system.

Dever only

differentiates between noun and complex nominals as fillers of the
head noun function.

Therefore, no developmental data are available.

The present system was taken from Rubbelke (1979) and Heintz (1979)
who, in companion studies, detailed the noun and verb phrases of
educationally-achieving fourth and sixth grade subjects.

It is

believed that it is important to obtain a detailed analysis of the
head noun function especially when dealing with language-disabled
children.

Overuse of a particular filler, or lack of use of a complex

filler, for example, may provide a basis for diagnosis of a
particular disability.

Examples of each type of filler are provided

in Table 14.

TABLE 13
MEANS AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS OF CLOSE KNIT MODIFIERS (CKM)
USED IN THE ORAL AND WRITTEN LANGUAGE SAMPLES

Grade

N of
Subject

Oral CKM
Mean
S.D.

Written CKM
Mean
S.D.

2

5

3.60

3.13

0.80

1.79

3

4

1.00

1.41

1.75

2.22

4

16

2.31

2.27

0.63

0.89

5

7

2.29

2.63

1.43

2.15

6

4

4.00

1.63

Q .75

0.96

7

2

5.50

2.12

1.50

0.71

8

8

1.38

1.77

1.75

1.91
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TABLE 14
FILLER CLASSES OF THE HEAD NOUN CONSTITUENT
USED IN ORAL AND WRITTEN LANGUAGE SAMPLES

Filler Classes

Examples

Noun

He told the clerk
The police came 10 minutes later
She saw an envelope

Infinitive

The clerk gave him a chance to get something
Benjy's mom told him to go get some paper
He decided to come back later

Gerund

One day Benjy went shopping with his mom
They stated looking at toys
He started sweeping the floor

Proper Noun

Larry and his dad went to work
Marcia couldn't find the dictionary
Marcia gave the pills back to Larry

Pronoun

Her mom sent her to look for it
He went to get some stuff
They were laughing

Noun Clause

She asked him if he would go get it
He didn't know what to do
He didn't know where it was

Complex Nominal

He saw that 12 of the pills were missing
Benjy and two of his friends went to the store
They came upon a huge amount of candy

The means and standard deviations for each of these filler
classes in the present samples will be presented in the following
tables.

The means and standard deviations of nouns as head noun

fillers used in the oral and written language samples are presented
in Table 15.
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TABLE 15
MEANS AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS OF NOUNS AS HEAD NOUN FILLERS USED
IN THE ORAL AND WRITTEN LANGUAGE SAMPLES

N of
Subj ects

Grade

Oral Nouns
Mean
S.D.

Written Nouns
Mean
S.D.

2

5

39.80

12.36

11.60

12.62

3

4

31.25

18.03

5.25

2.75

4

16

44.00

14.22

11.13

5.37

5

7

38.57

14.29

11.57

10.81

6

4

43.00

20.74

18.50

8.23

7

2

42.50

4.95

6.50

0.71

8

8

30.88

11.91

15.00

6.12

Noun use was frequent and consistent throughout the grades
studied , both oral and written samples.

A particular behavior noted

in the written samples was the listing of nouns, apparently in an
effort to increase sentence: length.

An example from an eighth grade

subject is, "The furniture consists of a chair, lamp, bureau, table,
four table chairs, high chair, truck and roller."

Such listing; was

noted in written language samples throughout the grades.
The means and standard deviations of infinitives as head noun
fillers used in the oral and written language samples are provided
in Table 16.
There is a tendency toward greater use of the infinitive by the
older children in both oral and written language.
used at any level, however.

It is not often
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TABLE 16
MEANS AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS OF INFINITIVES AS HEAD NOUN FILLERS
(INFIN.) USED IN THE ORAL AND WRITTEN LANGUAGE SAMPLES

N of
Subjects

Grade

Oral Infin.
Mean
S.D.

Written Infin.
Mean
S.D.

2

5

2.80

3.56

0.20

0.44

3

4

2.00

3.37

0.00

0.00

4

16

4.00

2.50

0.69

0.95

5

7

2.71

2.14

0.43

0.79

6

4

2.75

2.75

2.50

2.65

7

2

4.50

3.54

1.50

2.12

8

8

3.63

2.50

0.75

1.17

The means and standard deviations of gerunds as head noun
fillers used in the oral and written language samples are presented
in Table 17.
The gerund as a head noun filler is used infrequently in oral
language; and with one exception at the fourth grade level, not at all
in the written language.

Heintz (1979) and Rubbelke (1979) also noted

that the gerund was the least frequently occurring filler in the head
noun constituent.
The means and standard deviations of proper nouns as head noun
fillers used in oral and written language samples are provided in
Table 18.

The proper noun appeared less frequently than did the

common noun.

In oral language its use was relatively consistent

across the grades.

The low use of the proper noun in written language
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may be related to the stimulus picture.
that was portrayed, "the boy."

Many children named the child

The proper nouns used in the first

grade were mainly "Mommy" and "Daddy."

TABLE 17
MEANS AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS OF GERUNDS AS HEAD NOUN FILLERS
USED IN THE ORAL AND WRITTEN LANGUAGE SAMPLES

Grade

N of
Subj ects

Oral Gerunds
Mean
S.D.

Written Gerunds
Mean
S.D.

2

5

0.00

0.00

0.00

0.00

3

4

0.25

0.50

0.00

0.00

4

16

0.88

1.15

0.06

0.25

5

7

0.71

1.25

0.00

0.00

6

4

1.0"

1.15

0 .0"

0-00

7

2

0.00

0.00

0.00

0.00

8

8

0.88

0.99

0.00

0.00

‘

Table 19 shows that pronouns are the most frequently used
filler of the head noun position.

In the oral samples they were used

consistently throughout the grade levels.

In the written samples, use

increased steadily over the years.
It has been indicated in the literature (Wiig and Semel 1976)
that one feature of the language of learning disabled children is the
over-use of pronouns without discernable referents.

Certainly the

relative frequency of pronouns to proper nouns in the present data
would support such an observation.
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TABLE 18
MEANS AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS OF PROPER NOUNS AS HEAD NOUN FILLERS
(PROP. NOUN) USED IN THE ORAL AND WRITTEN LANGUAGE

Grade

N of
Subjects

Oral Prop. Noun
S.D.
Mean

Written Prop. Noun
Mean
S.D.

2

5

5.20

2.68

2.40

3.78

3

4

4.75

1.26

0.75

1.50

4

16

5.50

3.35

0.81

1.47

5

7

4.71

4.03

0.43

1.13

6

4

5.00

4.69

0.00

0.00

7

2

6.50

2.12

0.50

0.71

8

8

3.00

2.20

0.25

0.71

TABLE 19
MEANS AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS OF PRONOUNS AS HEAD NOUN FILLERS
(PRO.) USED IN THE ORAL AND WRITTEN LANGUAGE SAMPLES

Grade

N of
Subjects

Oral. Pro.
S.D.
Mean

Written Pro.
Mean
S.D.

2

5

52.40

15.04

3.60

3.66

3

4

40.25

24.35

2.00

0.82

4

16

42.81

21.05

5.56

5.16

5

7

46.43

23.64

7.14

4.74

6

4

41.25

24.28

7.75

4.66

7

2

58.00

16.97

8.00

8.49

8

8

39.38

15.86

8.75

7.67

•
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An oral example of possible pronoun confusion, taken from a
fifth grade sample follows:
One day Billy was in Victor's room and he broke his new plane.
So Victor got really mad at him and, but _he had some tape in
his pocket, so hia make a line across the middle of the room.
So then h£ said you can't come across this side and JE cannot
come across your side. Billy was still up and Victor was in
bed and he said "turn off the light" and he said 1^ can't.
An example from a seventh grader's oral language:
Adult: "Billy, I'd like you to retell the story about Bill Evers
and the Tigers."
Child: "They found out Bill Evers was in town so they wanted to
get in touch." Later in the same sample: "His mother helped
them a little bit to get him on the phone. He heard the phone
ring and a man answered It and they go 'hello, is this Bill?'
and lie said 'no.' Then they called Bill Evers to the phone so
he went to the phone and they talked to him."
In these examples, the listener could conceivably become
confused regarding the referent of the pronouns used.
The means and standard deviations of complex nominals as head
noun fillers used in the oral and written language samples are
provided in Table 20.
Use of complex nominals as head noun fillers did not increase
over the grades.
samples.

They were used, however, in both oral and written

Examples include:

Grade seven oral language —

of catfish"; and grade seven written language —

"some kind

"two o'clock."

Table 21 demonstrates that the use of the noun clause as a
head noun filler is not a significant factor in the oral or written
language samples presently being studied.
head noun filler to be considered.

This category is the final

l
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TABLE 20
MEANS AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS OF COMPLEX NOMINALS AS HEAD NOUN FILLERS
(COMPL. NOM.) USED IN THE ORAL AND WRITTEN LANGUAGE SAMPLES

Grade

! N of
Subjects

Oral Compl. Nom.
Mean
S.D .

Written Compl. Nom.
Mean
S.D.

2

5

3.60

2.70

0.40

0.89

3

4

1.25

0.96

0.25

0.50

4

16

2.63

2.55

0.31

0.79

5

7

1.29

0.76

0.43

0.79

6

4

1.25

1.26

0.50

1.00

7

2

3.50

0.71

0.50

0.71

8

8

1.50

1.60

0.25

0.71

TABLE 21
MEANS AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS OF THE NOUN CLAUSE AS HEAD NOUN FILLER
(NOUN CL.) USED IN THE ORAL AND WRITTEN LANGUAGE SAMPLES

Grade

N of
Subjects

Oral Noun Cl.
Mean
S.D.

Written Noun Cl.
Mean
S.D.

2

5

0.00

0.00

0.00

0.00

3

4

0.00

0.00

0.00

0.00

4

16

0.31

0.87

0.00

0.00

5

7

0.00

0.00

0.14

0.38

6

4

0.00

0.00

0.00

0.00

7

2

0.50

0.71

0.00

0.00

8

8

0.00

0.00

0.00

0.00
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The means and standard deviations of restrictive modifiers
used in the oral and written language samples are provided in Table 22.

TABLE 22
MEANS AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS OF RESTRICTIVE MODIFIERS (RESTR.
MOD.) USED IN THE ORAL AND WRITTEN LANGUAGE SAMPLES

Grade

N of
Subjects

Oral Restr. Mod.
Mean
S.D .

Written Restr. Mod
Mean
S.D .

2

5

1.80

1.48

0.20

0.45

3

4

1.50

1.91

0.00

0.00

4

16

3.06

3.09

0.13

0.34

5

7

4.43

3.51

0.29

0.76

6

4

5.50

2.52

0.25

0.50

7

2

1.50

2.12

0.00

0.00

8

8

1.12

0.99

0.38

0.74

The restrictive modifier was used consistently, although not
with great frequency throughout the grades in oral language.
and sixth graders showed the highest frequency.

Fifth

It was rarely used in

written language.
Table 23 shows that the non-restrictive modifier occurred
infrequently in both oral and written language.

According to Dever

(1978), this category is one of the latest developing components of
the noun phrase.
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TABLE 23
MEANS AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS OF NON-RESTRICTIVE MODIFIERS (NON-RESTR.
MOD.) USED IN ORAL AND WRITTEN LANGUAGE SAMPLES

Grade

Subjects

Oral Non-Restr. Mod.
Mean
S.D .

Written Non-Restr. Mod.
Mean
S .D .

2

5

0.40

0.40

0.00

0.00

3

4

0.00

0.00

0.00

0.00

4

16

0.00

0.00

0.06

0.25

5

7

1.00

1.00

0.00

0.00

4

0.50

0.50

0.25

0.50

7

2

0.50

0.50

0.00

0.00

8

8

0.00

0.00

0.00

0.00

6
%

*

Relation Between Oral and Written
Noun Phrases
In order to determine if there were significant relationships
between the frequency of occurrence of noun phrase constituents in
the oral and written language samples of the forty-six subjects,
Pearson product moment correlation coefficients were obtained.

The

coefficients and associated significance levels are presented in
Table 24.
The only constituent that attained significance was the
possessive-type determiner 2.

With the large number of tests

performed, this single statistically-significant relationship is not
sufficient evidence to establish an over-all relationship between
the noun phrase constituents of the oral and written language of the
subjects.
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TABLE 24
PEARSON PRODUCT MOMENT CORRELATION COEFFICIENTS OF THE
NOUN PHRASE CONSTITUENTS OF THE ORAL AND WRITTEN
LANGUAGE SAMPLES

Correlation
Coefficient

Constituent

Limiter
Determiner^
Determiner^
Determiner^ - Possessives
Determiner^ - Indefinite Article
Determiner^ - Definite Article
Determiner^
Loose Knit Modifier
Close Knit Modifier
Head^ - Common Noun
Head^ - Infinitive
Head^ - Gerund
Head^ - Proper Noun
Head^I - Pronoun
Head" - Complex Nominal
Head^ - Noun Clause
Restrictive Modifier
Non-restrictive Modifier

Significance
Level

- 0.151
0.003
0.217
0.278
0.046
0.153
0.188
0.080
0.026
0.228
0.041
-0.106
0.022
0.024
0.219
-0.038
0.013
-0.087

0.16
0.49
0.08
0.03
0.39
0.16
0.11
0.30
0.43
0.07
0.40
0.24
0.44
0.44
0.08
0.40
0.47
0.29

These results may be compared to the companion studies of
Rubbelke (1979) and Heintz (1979), who reported findings similar to
one another.

The Rubbelke-Heintz subjects were educationally-

achieving fourth and sixth graders.

Rubbelke stated, "A chi square

analysis of the frequency of occurrence data revealed that the oral
noun phrases were not significantly more structurally complex than the
written noun phrases" (p. 22).
In summary, the quantitative data of the present study does
not reveal an overall relationship between the noun phrase constituents
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present in the oral and written language samples of the subjects
studied.
In order to seek further any relationships that may exist
between the noun phrase constituents of the oral and written language
samples of the subjects of the present study, the numerical data
presented in the previous tables was transformed into nominal data
for qualitative analyses.
The various noun phrase constituents present in the oral and
written language samples of the subjects at each grade level were
derived.

This transformation of the data was accomplished in the

following manner.

A noun phrase constituent with a mean frequency of

occurrence of 2.00 or greater per sample of the subjects at any grade
-v

level was accepted to be within the expressive repertoire of the oral
language of those subjects.

A noun phrase constituent with a mean

frequency of occurrence of 1.00 or greater per written language sample
of the subjects at any grade level was accepted to reveal that the
constituent was within the repertoire of the written language of
those subjects.

The means of 2.00 or greater and 1.00 or greater for

the oral and written language samples were arbitrarily chosen as the
criterion levels.

The criterion level for the written language

samples was established at a lower mean (X = 1.00 or greater) than
that (X = 2.00 or greater) for the oral samples because of the reduced
number of communication units presented in writing by the subjects.
The profiles created from these transformed data for the oral
and written language of the subjects at each grade level are
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presented in Appendix B.

The only generalization to result from the

analysis of those profiles is that for all grade levels both the oral
and written language was typified by the use of the following noun
phrase constituents:

determiner^ including the possessive, indefinite

article and definite article constituents; and head nouns including
pronouns and common nouns.

Verb Phrases
The verb phrase constituents used in the analysis of the oral
and written data are described in Table 25.
To facilitate discussion of verb phrases in the present study,
the sequence of their development in normally-achieving children is
presented in Table 26.
The means and standard deviations of the Vc.b phrases used in
the oral and written samples are presented in Table 27.

These results

are reported by grade level.
As with noun phrases, subjects in grade levels using the
greatest number of communication units also used the greatest number
of verb phrases.

The verb phrase constituents used by the subjects

in the present study are detailed in the following tables and
descriptions.
Dever (1978) argued that there are only two obligatory
functions in a verb phrase.

That is, in English verb phrases, only

the tense and head functions must be expressed.
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TABLE 25
VERB PHRASE CONSTITUENTS USED IN THE ANALYSIS OF
ORAL AND WRITTEN LANGUAGE SAMPLES

Constituents

Examples

Present Tense

My brother helps me do that.
I just want to go down and fish.
In the morning sometimes I watch Sweet.
Pea and the Hamburger Man.

Past Tense

There was this yellow kite.
We went to Turtle River once.
The boy was playing with his toys.

Emphatic and Obligatory
'do' (do)

He did come back.
Why did he go home?
I do know that they took it.

Negative (Neg)
e.g., not, do not

She couldn't find the dictionary.
He didn't want to tell.
He will not lose his job.

Modal (Mod)
e.g., may, can, shall

He should tell the clerk.
She wouldn't bring the stuff back.
He could go to jail.

Quasi-Modal (Q-Mod)
e.g., going to, had to,
ought to

He was gonna take them to his mom.
They had to pay for them.
He ought to go home.

Perfective (Perf)
e.g., HAVE-en

He should have told the clerk.
He would have been in trouble.
He could have gone to jail.

Continuum (Cont)
e.g., BE-ing

There were looking at the toys.
He was missing a bottle of pills.
He was going to work.

Passive (Pass)
e.g., BE-en, Get-en

The pills were gone.
He would be fired.
He would get punished.

Transitive

The have a hole in their car.
I've never heard that name.
It had a string on it.

88
TABLE 25— Continued

Constituents

Examples

Intransitive

They go.
She cooks very well.
Billy will come home.

Verb 'be'

It's^ a cartoon.
He's^ dead now.
They're brothers.

TABLE 26
A SEQUENCE OF ACQUISITION OF VERB PHRASE CONSTITUENTS
(ADAPTED FROM DEVER 1978 P. 174)

Verb Phrase Constituents

1.

Continuum (is-ing)

2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

BE (is)
Past Inflection (-T)
Third Singular Inflection (-S^)
Continuum (am, was, are, were, -ing)
BE (am, was)
(are, were)
Modals (may, can will)
Dummy Do (do, did)

7.
8.
9.
10.
11*

Modals (must should, could,
would, might)
Passive (GET-en)
(BE-en)
Perfective (HAVE-en)
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TABLE 27
MEANS AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS OF VERB PHRASES (V.P.'S)
USED IN THE ORAL AND WRITTEN LANGUAGE SAMPLES

Grade

N of
Subjects

Oral V.P.'s
S.D.
Mean

Written V.P.'s
Mean
S.D.

2

5

41.80

14.52

7.80

10.55

3

4

35.50

20.86

3.25

1.50

4

16

52.31

14.61

7.00

4.93

5

7

53.71

22.04

8.71

4.92

6

4

52.25

28.78

11.50

5.80

7

2

57.50

4.95

8.00

5.66

8

8

43.75

17.33

12.88

11.23

-

Tense is a grammatical concept that is independent of active
time; i.e., tense and time are two totally different things.
"Time" according to the dictionary refers to "measured or
measurable duration." It has reality in that it has an external
reference; i.e., all time can be measured in terms of the speed
of light, which is an external constant. Tense, however,
cannot be measured; it varies from language to language. It is
a grammatical concept that refers to time, but is not measured
in terms of time. While it is true that past tense is
correlated with past time, the correlation is not perfect, and
the two concepts (tense and time) must be separated in our
thinking (Dever 1978, p. 67).
Dever argued further that while tense is obligatory in the
English verb phrase, it is a movable function.

Dever concluded

that if one or more auxiliaries are used in a verb phrase, tense is
attached to the first auxiliary.

Tense can occur only once in a verb

phrase according to Dever, and it must be attached to the first form
that appears in the phrase.
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Verb tense usage by the subjects in the present study is
revealed in the following tables and descriptions.

The means and

standard deviations of present tense verbs and the past tense verbs
used in the oral and written language samples of the subjects at
the various grade levels are presented in Tables 28 and 29,
respectively.

TABLE 28
MEANS AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS OF PRESENT TENSE VERBS (PRESENT
TENSE) USED IN THE ORAL AND WRITTEN LANGUAGE SAMPLES

Grade

N of
Subjects

Oral Pres. Tense
Mean
S.D.

Written Pres. Tense
Mean
S.D.

2

5

32.00

20.43

6.00

10.65

Q

4

17.75

15.04

2.75

C. • £ .£ .

4

16

20.38

9.68

4.63

4.06

5

7

22.57

17.28

3.86

5.70

6

4

17.75

13.25

4.00

4.55

7

2

29.50

24.75

3.50

0.71

8

8

17.75

9.15

8.38

5.26

«"»

on

Tables 28 and 29 reveal that both present and past tense are
used consistently throughout the grades in oral language samples.
the written samples, overall, there appears to be somewhat greater
use of present tense than past tense.
The means and standard deviations of emphatic and
obligatory 'do' used in the oral and written language samples are
provided in Table 30.

In
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TABLE 29
MEANS AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS OF PAST TENSE VERBS (PAST)
USED IN THE ORAL AND WRITTEN LANGUAGE SAMPLES

N of
Subjects

Grade

Oral Past
Mean
S.D.

Written Past
Mean
S.D.

2

5

19.80

11.88

1.80

2.95

3

4

17.75

9.91

0.50

1.00

4

16

32.00

12.17

2.38

3.81

5

7

31.14

8.11

3.86

3.13

4

34.50

21.30

7.50

6.61

7

2

28.00

19.80

4.50

4.95

8

8

26.00

10.81

4.50

9.50

6
\

,

TABLE 30
MEANS AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS OF EMPHATIC AND OBLIGATORY 'DO'
('DO') USED IN THE ORAL AND WRITTEN LANGUAGE SAMPLES

Grade

N of
Subjects

Oral ''Do'
Mean
S.D.

Written 'Do'
Mean
S.D.

2

5

4.00

1.73

0.00

0.00

3

4

3.00

2.31

0.25

0.50

4

16

3.44

2.37

0.06

0.25

5

7

3.14

2.79

0.29

0.49

6

4

2.50

1.73

0.00

0.00

7

2

4.50

2.12

0.00

0.00

8

8

2.75

3.15

0.25

0.46
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This constituent of the verb phrase is used fairly
consistently at all grade levels in oral language.
used, however, in written language.

It is rarely

According to Dever (1978),

emphatic and obligatory 'do' is one of the later-developing verb
phrase constituents.
Usage of negative markers is depicted in Table 31.

TABLE 31
MEANS AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS OF NEGATIVE (NEG.) MARKERS
USED IN THE ORAL AND WRITTEN LANGUAGE SAMPLES

Grade

N of
Subjects

Oral Neg.
S.D.
Mean

Written Neg.
Mean
S.D.

2

5

4.60

1.34

0.00

0.00

3

4

4.00

3.42

O.Zb

U. 50

4

16

4.56

2.19

0.13

0.34

5

7

4.43

3.21

0.43

0.53

6

4

4.50

2.38

0.25

0.50

7

2

5.50

3.54

0.00

0.00

8

8

3.88

3.72

0.38

0.74

Since negative markers were used in such similar numbers over the
grade levels in oral language, the samples were examined for specific
examples to determine if there was a variation in the nature of the
negative constructions used.
language —
not know. I f

Examples include;

Grade two oral

"He can't do it"; grade five written language —

"He did
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These examples do not show a great variation in the quality
of the oral negative constructions.

There is, for example, use of

negation with both past tense and modal auxiliaries at all levels.
There were no written examples of the negative among the
second grade subjects.

Examples at two other grade levels included:

Grade five written language —
written language —

"He didn't like it"; and grade eight

"The toys he won ’t

want he will put on the chair."

It is noteworthy that there are very few negatives used in the written
samples; none in grades two or seven.

This phenomenon may be at least

partially attributable to the stimulus picture used to collect the
samples.

The picture of the boy playing would probably stimulate

descriptive statements not requiring negation.
The means and standard deviations of the modal auxiliaries
used in the oral and written language samples are presented in Table 32.
The modal auxiliaries were used consistently in the oral language
samples of all grade levels though the mean usage was relatively low.
Use varied within the written samples across grade levels.

However

usage in those samples was minimal at all levels.
The means and standard deviations for quasi-modal usage
within the language samples are presented in Table 33.

The greatest

usage of quasi-modals was at the second and seventh grade levels within
the oral samples.

However, none of these same subjects used any

quasi-modals in their written samples.

Use of these constituents was

minimal in the written samples across grade levels.
The means and standard deviations of the perfective verb
constituent are presented in Table 34.
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TABLE 32
MEANS AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS OF THE MODAL AUXILIARIES
USED IN THE ORAL AND WRITTEN LANGUAGE SAMPLES

N of
Subject

Grade

Oral Modal
Mean
S.D.

Written Modal
Mean
S.D.

2

5

3.00

2.55

0.40

0.54

3

4

3.00

2.45

0.00

0.00

4

16

3.06

1.57

0.31

1.25

5

7

3.57

3.10

1.00

1.41

6

4

3.75

2.99

0.75

1.50

7

2

5.50

3.54

0.00

0.00

8

8

3.37

1.10

0.50

0.76

\

TABLE 33
MEANS AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS OF THE QUASI-MODAL (QUASI-MOD.)
USED IN ORAL AND WRITTEN LANGUAGE SAMPLES

Grade

N of
Subjects

Oral Quasi-Mod.
Mean
S.D.

Written Quasi-Mod.
Mean
S.D.

2

5

2.20

2.49

0.00

0.00

3

4

1.50

1.73

0.00

0.00

4

16

0.94

1.34

0.00

0.00

5

7

1.14

1.07

0.14

0.38

6

4

1.75

1.71

0.50

0.58

7

2

2.50

3.54

0.00

0.00

8

8

0.00

0.00

0.13

0.35

I
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TABLE 34
MEANS AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS OF THE PERFECTIVE (PERF.)
USED IN THE ORAL AND WRITTEN LANGUAGE SAMPLES

Grade

N of
Subj ects

Oral Perf.
Mean
S.D.

Written Perf.
Mean
S.D.

2

5

0.80

0.83

0.00

0.00

3

4

0.25

0.50

0.00

0.00

4

16

0.68

0.95

0.00

0.00

5

7

0.71

0.76

0.00

0.00

6

4

0.25

0.50

0.00

0.00

7

2

1.50

2.12

0.00

0.00

8

8

1.13

1.81

0.13

0.35

,

The perfective was used minimally in oral language.

It was

almost non-existent in the written language of the subjects with the
exception of the eighth grade level.

According to Dever (1978), the

perfective is the latest developing constituent of the verb phrase.
The means and standard deviations of the continuum verb
constituent used in the oral and written language samples are
presented in Table 35.
The continuum was used orally across the grades, with the
greatest frequency at the eighth grade level.

Use was also consistent

in written language with the greatest frequency at the seventh grade
level.

The use of continuum within the written samples was typified

as occurring in simple, active, affirmative, declarative sentences.
There was some use of past tense in these verb phrases.
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TABLE 35
MEANS AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS OF THE CONTINUUM (CONT.)
USED IN THE ORAL AND WRITTEN LANGUAGE SAMPLES

N of
Subjects

Grade

Oral Cont.
Mean
S.D.

Written Cont.
Mean
S.D.

2

5

2.60

3.29

1.60

1.95

3

4

3.50.

3.11

1.75

0.50

4

16

4.00

2.48

1.88

1.54

5

7

4.00

3.51

1.86

1.46

6

4

2.75

3.59

1.50

1.73

7

2

2.50

2.12

2.50

2.12

8

8

4.25

2.81

1.88

1.13

*

The use of verbs with passive voice was minimal as depicted in
Table 36.

According to Dever (1978), this is the second latest

developing constituent of the verb phrase (before the perfective).
In oral language, examples were noted at the second, fourth and sixth
grade levels.

In written language, examples were seen only at the

fourth and eighth grade level.
The means and standard deviations of transitive verb phrases,
intransitive verb phrases and copular verb phrases involving the 'be'
verb are presented in Tables 37, 38, and 39, respectively.
An overall comparison of Tables 37, 38, and 39 reveals that in
both oral and written language transitive verbs were the most
frequently used, followed by the verb Tbe,? then intransitive verbs.
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These results differ somewhat from those obtained by Rubbelke (1979)
and Heintz (1979).

In both oral and written samples, their subjects

used transitive verbs most frequently, followed by intransitive verbs,
then verb 'be.'

Rubbelke (1979) noted that the relative frequencies

of the filler classes of the head constituent of the verb phrase may
vary in both oral and written language depending upon the topic(s)
being discussed.

In that study, it was suggested that the relative

frequencies of the classes of the head constituent of the verb phrases
were related to the context of the stimulus films rather than being
related to the structural complexity of the verb phrase.

Such a

phenomenon may also be true of the present study, particularly in
written language.

The Myklebust picture depicts a boy doing something

to a set of objects.

TABLE 36
MEANS AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS OF THE PASSIVE (PASS.)
USED IN THE ORAL AND WRITTEN LANGUAGE SAMPLES

Grade

N of
Subjects

Oral Pass.
Mean
S.D.

Written Pass.
Mean
S.D.

2

5

0.80

1.10

0.00

0.00

3

4

0.00

0.00

0.00

0.00

4

16

0.44

0.63

0.06

0.25

5

7

0.00

0.00

0.00

0.00

6

4

0.75

1.50

0.00

0.00

7

2

0.00

0.00

0.00

0.00

8

8

0.00

0.00

0.13

0.35
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TABLE 37
MEANS AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS OF TRANSITIVE VERBS (TRANS.)
USED IN THE ORAL AND WRITTEN LANGUAGE SAMPLES

Grade

N of
Subjects

Oral Trans.
S.D.
Mean

Written Trans.
S.D.
Mean

2

5

34.00

8.60

7.20

10.85

3

4

21.00

13.34

1.75

1.50

4

16

37.25

9.38

5.00

4.99

5

7

39.43

15.93

6.43

4.65

6

4

37.25

20.07

8.00

3.65

7

2

42.50

2.12

7.00

7.07

8

8

31.00

12.46

8.88

8.71

TABLE 38
MEANS AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS OF INTRANSITIVE VERB PHRASES
(INTRANS.) USED IN ORAL AND WRITTEN LANGUAGE SAMPLES

Grade

N of
Subj ects

Oral Intrans.
Mean
S .D .

Written Intrans.
Mean
S.D.

2

5

7.40

3.51

0.40

0.55

3

4

6.50

3.42

0.75

0.96

4

16

7.38

3.74

0.63

1.20

5

7

5.86

5.55

0.71

0.95

6

4

5.25

3.10

1.00

0.82

7

2

4.00

0.00

0.50

0.71

8

8

5.00

3.78

0.50

1.07
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TABLE 39
MEANS AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS OF VERB 'BE' (’BE’)
USED IN ORAL AND WRITTEN LANGUAGE SAMPLES

Grade

Subjects

Oral ’b e ’
Mean
S.D.

Written 'be'
Mean
S.D.

2

5

10.40

5.18

2.00

4.47

3

4

8.00

6.16

0.75

0.96

4

16

9.13

5.07

1.38

1.45

5

7

8.43

4.89

0.57

0.79

6

4

9.75

6o50

2.50

1.73

7

2

11.00

7.07

0.50

0.71

8

8

7.75

6.25

3.38

3.38

Dever (1978) reports that the transitive and intransitive head
fillers of the verb phrase are the earliest developing aspects of the
verb phrase; the equative predicate 'be' is third, following the
continuum, and preceding the modals and dummy 'do,1 passive and
perfective.
A summary of the mean frequency of occurrence of the verb
phrase constituents within the oral language of the subjects across
grade levels is presented in Table 40.

The following summary of

findings is based on the analysis of these mean frequency data.
Obligatory tense was realized as present and past tense forms about
equally across grade levels.

The obligatory head constituent was most

often presented as a transitive verb form.

The 'do' and modal

\

TABLE 40
A SUMMARY OF THE MEAN FREQUENCY OF OCCURRENCE OF THE VERB PHRASE CONSTITUENTS
WITHIN THE ORAL LANGUAGE OF THE SUBJECTS ACROSS GRADE LEVELS

N

Pres
Tense

Past
Tense

Do

Neg

Modal

2

5

32.00

19.80

4.00

4.60

3

4

17.75

17.75

3.00

4

16

20.38

32.00

5

7

22.57

6

4

7
8

QuasiModal

Perf

Cont

Pass

Trans

InTrans

"be"

3.00

2.00

0.80

2.60

0.80

34.00

7.40

10.40

4.50

3.00

1.50

0.25

3.50

0.0

21.00

6.50

8.00

3.44

4.56

3.06

0.94

0.68

4.00

0.44

37.25

7.38

9.13

31.14

3.14

4.43

3.57

1.14

0.71

4.00

0.0

39.43

5.86

8.43

17.75

34.50

2.50

4.50

3.75

1.75

0.25

2.75

0.75

37.25

5.25

9.75

2

29.50

28.00

4.50

5.50

5.50

2.50

1.50

2.50

0.0

42.50

4.00

11.00

8

17.75

26.00

2.75

3.88

3.37

0.0

1.13

4.25

0.0

31.00

5.00

7.75
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auxiliaries, negation, and continuum were used with consistency but
low frequency across grade levels.

The use of quasi-modals and

perfective forms was infrequent but present at all but one grade level.
And, finally, the use of passive verb forms was negligible or non
existent across age levels.
Comparable findings based on the mean frequency of occurrence
of verb phrase constituents within the written language samples of
the subjects were these:

the quantity of written language produced

for analysis was consistently less than that produced orally;
obligatory

tense was more often realized as present than past tense;

transitive head verbs were more commonly used than were intransitive
or copular 'be' forms; continuum was used minimally but consistently
across grade levels; but use of obligatory and emphatic 'do,'
negation, modals, quasi-modals, perfectives and passive voice verb
forms was negligible.

These results are presented numerically in

Table 41.
The relationship between the use of the specific verb phrase
constituents in the oral language samples and their use in the written
samples were determined through the calculation of the Pearson product
moment correlation coefficients presented in Table 42.

That table

reveals significant relationships (p < .05) between the frequency of
occurrence of three verb phrase constituents within the oral and
written language of the subjects.

There were low but significant

relationships for present tense (r = .38), negation (r = .30) and
copular verb 'be' (r = .25).

These findings indicate that to a

limited extent those subjects who used present tense verbs, negation,

TABLE 41
A SUMMARY OF THE MEAN FREQUENCY OF OCCURRENCE OF THE VERB PHRASE CONSTITUENTS
WITHIN THE WRITTEN LANGUAGE OF THE SUBJECTS ACROSS GRADE LEVELS

N

Pres
Tense

Past
Tense

Do

2

5

6.00

1.80

0.0

0.0

3

4

2.75

0.50

0.25

4

16

4.63

2.38

5

7

3.86

6

4

7
8

QuasiModal

Perf

Cont

0.40

0.0

0.0

1.60

0.0

7.20

0.40

2.00

0.25

0.0

0.0

0.0

1.75

0.0

1.75

0.75

0.75

0.06

0.13

0.31

0.0

0.0

1.88

0.06

5.00

0.63

1.38

3.86

0.29

0.43

1.00

0.14

0.0

1.86

0.0

6.43

0.71

0.57

4.00

7.50

0.0

0.25

0.75

0.50

0.0

1.50

0.0

8.00

1.00

2.50

2

3.50

4.50

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0
*

2.50

0.0

7.00

0.50

0.50

8

8.38

4.50

0.25

0.38

0.50

0.13

0.13

1.88

0.13

8.88

0.50

3.38

Neg

Modal

Trans

InTrans

"be"
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and copular verb forms In their oral language also used these forms
in their written language.

TABLE 42
PEARSON PRODUCT MOMENT CORRELATION COEFFICIENTS OF VERB PHRASE
CONSTITUENTS BETWEEN ORAL AND WRITTEN LANGUAGE

Correlation
Coefficient

Constituents

Present Tense
Past Tense
Emphatic or Obligatory 'do'
Negation
Modal
Quasi-modal
Perfective
Continuum
Passive
Transitive
Intransitive
Verb ’be'

Significance
Level

0.38
0.09
0.46
0.30
0.06
0.12
-0.11
0.21
-0.09
0.06
0.01
0.25

0.01
0.28
0.39
0.03
0.36
0.22
0.24
0.09
0.27
0.33
0.48
0.05

Of the constituents showing significant relationships, the
continuum and the copular verb 'be' are among the earliest developing
components of the verb phrase (Dever 1978).

Although correlations

do not indicate a cause-effect relationship, it could be speculated
that if only the earliest developing constituents correlate
significantly, written verb phrase development may indeed lag behind
oral verb phrase development during the school years.
In addition to the quantitative analyses of verb phrase
usage described above, the data in the present study were analyzed
qualitatively.

As was done with the noun phrase, profiles of verb

phrase performance were established.

Again, if a mean frequency of
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occurrence of 2.00 or greater instances per sample was presented
orally by the subjects at a single grade level, this performance was
accepted as indicative of productive control of that verb phrase
constituent.

When a mean frequency of occurrence of 1.00 or greater

instances per sample was presented in the written samples of the
subjects at a grade level, this performance was accepted as indicative
of productive control of that written verb phrase constituent.
An analysis of the oral and written verb phrase profiles
resulted in the following findings.

For all grade levels the oral

language profiles contained a greater variety of verb phrase
constituents than did the written language profiles.

Specifically,

negation and auxiliary 'do* constituents were present in the oral
language profiles at every grade level but were absent from the
written language profiles at every grade level.

Modal auxiliary

constituents were present in all the oral language profiles but
present only in the written language profile of the grade five
subj ects.
The early-developing verb phrase constituent continuum was
present in all the profiles of the oral and written language of all
grade levels.
In summary, this qualitative analysis of verb phrase
performance reveals that the written usage of the auxiliary verb forms
that develop later (Dever 1978, p. 174) in oral language lagged behind
the usage of these constituents in the oral language of the subjects of
the present study.
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Clause Types
There are three basic clause types:
intransitive clauses, and equative clauses.

transitive clauses,
Each of these have

declarative, question, and imperative variations.

This fact is

illustrated in Table 43.
Dever (1978) stated that the basic transitive, intransitive
and equative clause types appear in their adult form at different
points in developmental time while children are learning the
language.

The imperative, declarative, and question variants of

these clause types also reach adult status at different times, which
means that each of the levels in Table 43 has its own timetable for
reaching adult status.

According to Dever, the reason for both of

these facts lies in the relative complexity of the various clause
types and their variants.

Intransitive clauses are structurally

more simple because the basic intransitive clause does not require
an object.

They appear in their adult form before the transitive

form does.

The equative clause appears to be more difficult than the

transitive clause and will appear in its adult form at a later point
in time than does either the transitive or the intransitive clause
types.

Similarly, imperative clauses in all verb types are less

complex than are the declarative clauses and will appear in adult form
at an earlier point in developmental time.

Interrogative clauses are

more complex than either declarative or imperative clauses and appear
in adult form later than either of the other types (Dever 1978).
A summary of the mean frequency of occurrence of the clause
types used in the oral language of the subjects across grade levels is

TABLE A3
THE THREE BASIC CLAUSE TYPES APPEALING IN DECLARATIVE, QUESTION,
AND IMPERATIVE FORM (ADAPTED FROM DEVER 1978)

Clause Type

Declarative

Interrogative

Imperative

Transitive

John loves Mary.
Mike could drive the car.
Richard will open the
door.

Does John love Mary?
Who could drive the car?
What will Richard open?

Love Mary (John)!
Drive the car Mike!
Open the door
(Richard)!

Intransitive

Everybody will get up.
John went.
Mary Lou swims.

Will everybody get up?
Die John go?
What does Mary Lou do?

Everybody get up!
Go (John)!
Swim (Mary Lou)!

Equative

You must be a doctor.
He is a fat man in the
play.
Jospehine was silly.

Must you be a doctor?
Is he a fat man in the
play?
Was Josephine silly?
t

Be a doctor!
Be a fat man in the
play!
Be silly
(Josephine)!

107
presented in Table 44.

Clearly declarative forms typified the oral

language performance of these subjects whether the clause type was
transitive,, intransitive or equative.

A few questions (interrogative

forms) were performed within each clause type but not consistently
across grade levels.
clause types.

Questions were used negligibly as equative

Imperative clause forms were used minimally as

transitive clauses and not at all as equative clauses.
types dominated the oral language performance.

Transitive

Intransitive and

equative types occurred with about the same frequency.
A summary of the clause types used in the written language of
the subjects is provided in Table 45.

Declarative forms also

characterized the written clause types of the subjects.
and imperative forms wtie uoed negligibly.

Interrogative

The subjects of the present

study wrote using transitive clauses most frequently, then equative
clauses.
No developmental tendencies are obvious in Tables 44 and 45, with
the exception of the equative declarative in the written samples.
In summary, it is obvious that the transitive declarative is
the most frequently used clause type at all grade levels in the oral
samples.

This type is. followed, at greatly decreased frequencies, by

the equative declarative, and finally by the intransitive declarative.
Very few examples are noted of the interrogative or of the imperative
at any level.
In the written samples, the transitive declarative was the most
frequently used clause type at all levels, followed by the equative
declarative.

The equative declarative was used slightly more frequently

TABLE 44
A SUMMARY OF CLAUSE TYPES USED IN THE ORAL LANGUAGE
OF ALL GRADE LEVELS SAMPLED

Grade

N of
Subjects

Decl

Transitive
Interr

Imp

Decl

Intransitive
Interr
Imp

Decl

Equative
Interr

Imp

5

32.80

1.40

0.80

5.60

0.00

0.20

8.00

0.20

0.00

3

4

21.50

0.75

0.25

4.00

0.00

0.00

6.75

0.00

0.00

4

16

31.88

1.19

0.81

5.00

0.25

0.13

7.25

0.13

0.00

5

7

35.57

0.43

1.28

3.29

0.29

0.00

5.43

0.43

0.00

6

4

29.50

0.00

0.50

5.00

0.75

0.00

9.00

0.00

0.00

7

2

37.50

1.50

0.50

3.00

0.00

0.00

7.50

0.00

0.00

8

8

25.38

0.50

0.75

4.63

0.25

0.25

6.88

0.00

0.00
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TABLE A5
A SUMMARY OF THE CLAUSE TYPES USED IN THE WRITTEN LANGUAGE
OF ALL GRADE LEVELS SAMPLES

Grade

N of
Subjects

Decl

Transitive
Interr

Imp

Decl

Intransitive
Interr
Imp

Decl

Equative
Interr

Imp

5

7.00

0.00

0.20

0.40

0.00

0.00

0.00

0.00

0.00

3

4

1.50

0.75

0.25

0.00

0.00

0.00

0.75

0.00

0.00

4

16

4.50

0.25

0.00

0.31

0.63

0.00

1.00

0.63

0.13

5

7

10.43

0.00

0.00

0.00

0.00

0.00

0.57

0.00

0.00

6

4

5.00

0.00

0.25

0.75

0.00

0.00

2.75

0.00

0.00

7

2

4.50

0.00

0.00

0.50

0.00

0.00

1.00

0.00

0.00

8

8

4.75

0.00

0.00

0.13

0.00

0.00

1.38

0.00

0.00

109

2

110
by the older children than by the younger ones.

Interestingly, very

few examples of the intransitive declarative were noted at any grade
level.
develop.

According to Dever (1978), this clause type is the earliest to
From these data on clause types and the previous data on the

verb phrases used, it is noted that in both oral and written language
sampled in this study, at all grade levels, the children used simple,
active, declarative sentences to express themselves.

Clause Elaboration
As children mature linguistically and cognitively, they begin
to use various devices to elaborate on the basic clause structure of
early development.

Included for investigation in the present study

are the following linguistic elaborative devices:

prepositional phrases,

conjoined noun phrases, coordinated clauses, adjective clauses, noun
clauses and adverbial clauses.
Examples of the various elaborative devices analysed in the
present study are displayed in Table 46.
Prepositional phrases have the function of relator, filled by a
preposition; and axis, filled by a noun phrase, an adverb, an adjective
phrase, or another prepositional phrase.

Prepositional phrases can

fill adverbial and adjunct functions on the clause level, or they can
fill restrictive and non-restrictive modifier functions and head
completion functions in noun phrases.
included

in

Prepositional phrases were

this study because initial examination of the data

indicated that this construction was used frequently.

A summary of

clause elaboration and dependent clauses used in the oral language
of all grade levels sampled is presented in Table 47.

Ill
TABLE 46
EXAMPLES OF ELABORATIVE DEVICES ANALYSED IN THE
ORAL AND WRITTEN LANGUAGE SAMPLES

Elaborative Device

Example

1.

Prepositional Phrase

He was writing a signature on the
baseball
One day the little boy was playing
at the table
Put the key in it

2.

Conjoined Noun Phrase

It looks like a nursery or a hospital
About crocodiles and deer crossing over
to another place
What's in there, water and sand

3.

Coordinated Clauses

Then he told them what
wrong and he showed
hold the bat
So he got in there and
tc swim across
He took a stick and he
crocodile's mouth

they're doing
them how to
he was trying
threw it in the

4.

Adjectival Clauses

It was about a deer that was trying to
get to the other side of the river
He was sitting there and he saw a log
that was this big dark thing floating
in the water
Put the key in it and drive it places
that you want to go

5.

Noun Clause

There was nine I think
I think it changed last year
I couldn't even tell it changed

6.

Adverbial Clause

And if he went across they would eat him
While he was swimming across the river,
he was counting how many there were
in there
If it was liquid, then this stuff would
be getting hard

Prepositional phrases were used consistently throughout the
grades in both oral and written language with no developmental trends

TABLE A7
A SUMMARY OF CLAUSE ELABORATION AND DEPENDENT CLAUSES USED IN THE
ORAL LANGUAGE OF ALL GRADE LEVELS SAMPLED

Grade

N of
Subjects

Prep
Phrase

Conj
N.P.

Coord
C Lause

Adj
Clause

Noun
Clause

Adv
Clause

5

14.60

2.00

5.60

1.40

3.80

1.60

3

4

10.00

2.25

5.25

0.00

2.25

0.75

4

16

15.00

2.31

6.94

1.00

4.06

2.13

5

7

14.14

0.71

7.00 ,

0.57

6.14

2.29

6

4

20.75

1.75

7.00

1.25

5.25

2.25

7

2

17.00

3.00

7.50

0.50

6.50

1.50

8

8

11.88

1.25

3.88

0.50

5.38

3.13
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noted.

A summary of clause elaboration and dependent clauses used in

the written language of all grade levels is provided in Table 48.
"When noun phrases are strung together with a conjunction, the
result is a single clausal function (subject or object).

This

construction will develop before complex sentences with coordinated
clauses appear" (Dever 1978, p. 163).

This early form of clause

elaboration was used orally throughout the grades, but not extensively.
The greatest use was at the seventh grade level, and the lowest was
at the fifth grade level.

The conjoined noun phrase was rarely used

in the written samples, with the greatest number of written examples
in the fifth grade, and none in the third grade.
Coordinated clauses are two clauses joined by a conjunction:
'and,' 'but,' 'so,' ’or,' 'if,’ and 'because.'

Coordination with 'and'

is the first to appear, followed by 'so, 'or,' 'if,' and finally by
'because' (Dever 1978).

The first coordinated clauses to reach adult

status are those in which all functions are present in the clauses to
be conjoined (e.g., "Johnny hit me and he ran away.").

Only later will

identical fillers of parallel functions be deleted in the second clause
(e.g., "Johnny hit me and ran away.").

This coordination appears to

be a precursor to subordination, according to Dever.
Table 47 shows that coordinated clauses were used in oral
language throughout the grades, increasing from second through seventh
grades, then dropping at the eighth grade level.

This construction

was used much less frequently in written language, with no examples
at second or third grade levels and few at the other levels.

TABLE 48
A SUMMARY OF CLAUSE ELABORATION AND DEPENDENT CLAUSES USED IN THE
WRITTEN LANGUAGE OF ALL GRADE LEVELS SAMPLED

Grade

N of
Subjects

Prep
Phrase

Conj
N.P.

Coord
Clause

Adj
Clause

Noun
Clause

Adv
Clause

5

4.60

0.20

0.00

0.00

0.20

0.00

3

4

2.75

0.00

0.00

0.00

0.00

0.00

4

16

3.75

0.94

0.31

0.19

0.44

0.19

5

7

3.71

1.57

0.29

0.57

0.43

Q. 85

6

4

6.00

0.75

1.00

0.25

1.00

0.75

7

2

4.00

0.50

0.50

0.00

1.00

0.00

8

8

3.88

1.00

0.75

0.13

1.63

0.63
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Loban (1976) took the position that before children can
refine their language with deletions and other syntactical strategies,
they must grow in the use of various clause types.

"There is good

reason to believe that the final answer to linguistic elaboration lies
beyond language, in general cognitive development, and that intellectual
\

stimulation is far more likely to accelerate syntactic growth than
grammar knowledge" (p. 36).

Therefore, the use of dependent clauses

was seen by Loban as an important component of a child's linguistic
development.

The following dependent clause types were included in

the present study:

adjectival, noun, and adverbial.

Tables 47 and 48 reveal that the adjective clause was not
frequently used in oral language and almost never in written.

No

%

developmental tendencies are noted in either the oral or the written
samples.

These observations may be compared to the work of Loban

(1976) who argued that of the three kinds of clauses, adjectival
clauses are the most interesting.

His findings showed

the adjectival

clause to be an important development for his high group.

In his low

and random groups, however, the subjects show some yearly fluctuations
on this measure, but at the end of the high school years they use
virtually the identical percentage of adjectival clauses they used in
grade one.

Loban concluded:

The evidence seems clear that an exceptional speaker (high)
will use a progressively greater percentage of adjectival
clauses in oral language, whereas the nonproficient speaker
(low) or average speaker (random) will show no such percentage
increase in the use of adjectival clauses (p. 48) .
In written language, Loban noted the fact that his high group
excelled in incidence of written adjectival dependent clauses until grade
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ten.

At that point his low group began to manifest what the high

group had exemplified throughout the early grades.
Table 47 shows that the noun clause was used consistently
throughout the grades in the oral language with an increase noted
above the third grade.

An increase was also noted in usage of this

constituent in written language above the third grade level, although
overall use was not high as can be seen from Table 48.
Loban's (1976) high group showed an obvious superiority over
both the random and low groups, indicating that in oral language the
high group's development was approximately two years above the random
group and four to five years above the low group.

Loban divided his

analysis of noun phrases into the following functions:
predicate nominative;

appositives.

direct object;

The use of the noun clause as

direct object was seen as an easy, common and early function.
Examination of the present oral data shows that the noun clauses
included function almost exclusively as direct objects.
Adverbial clauses were used orally at a low frequency
throughout the grades, but a slight developmental tendency was noted
as displayed in Table 47.

The highest incidence is at the eighth

grade level, with a dip at the seventh grade level.

This tendency

was consistent with the frequencies in the written samples:

no

examples are noted at the second, third, or seventh grades, and a few
are used in the remaining levels as can be seen from Table 48.
Loban (1976) noted that in his data with adverbial clauses
there was no specific grade in which use of adverbial clauses indicated
a sudden upward surge.

Instead, the percentages were relatively
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stable; approximately the same proportions appeared in the early years
as in the later years.
In written language, Loban noted that the use of adverbial
clauses seemed to depend on the nature of the composition topic.

He

stated that adverbial clauses did seem to increase with maturity in the
very early grades, but after the middle grades their frequency told
more about the mode of discourse and subject matter than about maturity.
In the present data, it is difficult to discern if the low use of the
adverbial clause is due to lack of maturity relative to its use or to
the stimulus picture employed.
In order to determine if there was a significant relationship
between oral and written language in frequency of use of clause
elaboration, Pearson product moment correlation coefficients were
obtained.

Table 49 provides those coefficients.

TABLE 49
PEARSON PRODUCT MOMENT CORRELATION COEFFICIENTS OF CLAUSE
ELABORATION BETWEEN ORAL AND WRITTEN LANGUAGE

Variable

Prepositional Phrase
Conjoined Noun Phrase
Coordinated Clause
Adjective Clause
Noun Clause
Adverbial Clause

Correlation
Coefficient

0.417
-0.178
-0.035

0.011
0.064
0.119

Significance
Level

0.01
0.12
0.41
0.47
0.34
0.22
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An inspection of Table 49 demonstrates that the only type of
clause elaboration showing a significant relationship is the
prepositional phrase.

However, the general indication is that there

is no relationship of clause elaboration between the oral and written
language samples.
Loban (1976) stated that the elaboration index he used could
be predicted from the length of the communication unit (average number
of words per communication unit) and the average number of dependent
clauses per communication unit.

Such a procedure, he believed, would

save educators and researchers valuable time.
In the present study the number of words in oral and written
communication units were compared to the number of dependent clauses
used to determine if there was a significant relationship.
subjects of this study were grouped for this comparison.
and 51 show the results of this comparison.

The
Tables 50

The mean lengths of oral

and written communication units and the number of dependent clauses
used are presented in Table 50.
The Pearson product moment correlation coefficients for the
relationships between length of communication units and number of
dependent clauses for oral and written language are presented in
Table 51.
Table 50 shows that although there were fewer mean number of
words in the oral than in the written communication units, there were
many more dependent clauses used orally.

Table 51 demonstrates that

in oral language there was a significant relationship between the number
of words in the communication units and the number of dependent clauses
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used but that no such relationship exists in written language.

This

occurs despite the fact that written communication units tended to
be longer than their oral counterparts.

TABLE 50
MEAN LENGTHS OF ORAL AND WRITTEN COMMUNICATION UNITS
AND NUMBER OF DEPENDENT CLAUSES USED

Number of
Cases

Variable

Mean

Standard
Deviation

No. of words in each oral
Communication Unit

7.33

1.26

46

No. of dependent clauses in
each Oral Sample

7.57

4.87

46

No. of words in each written
Communication Unit

8.46

2.26

46

No. of dependent clauses in
each Written Sample

1.22

2.06

46

TABLE 51
PEARSON PRODUCT MOMENT CORRELATION COEFFICIENTS FOR THE RELATIONSHIPS
BETWEEN LENGTH OF COMMUNICATION UNITS AND NUMBER OF DEPENDENT
CLAUSES FOR 0R:\L AND WRITTEN LANGUAGE

Language
Sample

Correlation
Coefficient

Significance
Level

Oral

.50

.01

Written

.22

N.S.
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These results may be verified qualitatively by examining the
oral and written data at various grade levels.
For example, a fourth grade girl elaborated her written story
as follows:

"After he gets done he wants to go to the park and play

there and go home and go outside and his friend and read."
same child used the following dependent structure:

Orally, the

"Victor put tape

on the floor so they wouldn't do anything to his stuff anymore."
A sixth grade girl's written story included the following:
"There's a car and a shoe that helps you learn to tie your shoes and a
book."

Her oral language included the use of:

"When you're swinging

your arm, you're supposed to keep an arm stiff."
A seventh grade boy used the following written communication
unit,

"Ke put a dog out and a boy iiiake it look if un is chasing the

dog."

The same child stated orally, "So then they wanted to get in

touch and see if he could go to one of their games and watch them play."
The examples show that in written language the children tend
to elaborate through the use of phrases strung together by conjunctions.
In oral language they are much more likely to use dependent clauses to
express relationships.
In summary, this consideration of the use of clause elaboration
and dependent clauses has lead to the following observations.
Prepositional phrases were used extensively as elaborative devices.
developmental tendency is apparent.

In the oral samples, the

coordinated clause is next most frequently used.

There is a steady

increase in use over the grades until the eighth grade, when use
decreases.

The next most frequently used elaborative device in the

No
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oral samples is the conjoined noun phrase.
tendency is apparent.

Again, no developmental

In the written samples the prepositional phrase

was the most frequently used elaborative device, while the conjoined
noun phrase and coordinated clause were used sparsely.

Prepositional

phrases were, however, used most frequently at the fourth grade level
and above.
Noun clauses dominated the oral samples in dependent clause
use.

There is a definite tendency toward greater use over the grades.

Adverbial clauses were next, showing increased use over the years; and
adjective clauses were last, showing no increased use over the years.
Noun clauses were also the most frequently used dependent
clause type in written language.
the sixth grade.

Very few were used, however, until

In the sixth and seventh grades, the mean was one

per sample and in the eighth grade i.b per sample.

Adjective and

adverbial clauses were included on a very limited basis in the written
samples.
It was observed that for all grade levels the oral language
samples included four or five elaborative devices.

In the written

samples, only the prepositional phrase was included in grades two,
three and four.

In the fifth and seventh grade, one more feature was

added, and in the sixth and eighth grades, three elaborative devices
were used.

It is noted, therefore, that at no time did the complexity

of the clauses used in written language equal those used in oral
language.

Reading Errors
The present study was also designed to investigate
relationships among oral language, written language, and errors in
oral reading.
reading errors.

The data for studying the oral reading consisted of
An oral production that differed from the actual

words printed was used as the basis for error analysis.

Reading errors

were tallied when the oral response differed from the text except
that structure words that are often interchangeable (i.e., "a" or
"the") were not tallied as errors if meaning was not affected.
The reading errors were analyzed according to their structural
identity as noun phrase or verb phrase constituents or sentence
elaborations.
*

The means and standard deviations of the total oral reading
errors on noun phrase constituents are presented in Table 52.
The lowest incidence of reading errors on noun phrase
constituents was noted for the second grade subjects.

This may

partially be explained by the simplicity of the reading material at
that level.
The means of the oral reading errors on noun phrase
constituents across all grade levels sampled are presented in Table 53.
It should be noted that the filler classes (e.g., limiters, determiners
determiners2, and determiners^) for various noun phrase constituents
have been combined due to the low frequency of occurrence of reading
errors on these structures.
A consideration of the reading errors on limiters and
determiners reveals that the eighth grade subjects produced the most
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errors in this category.

Because of the high frequency of errors in

this category, further consideration reveals the following
circumstances.

Seven of the eighth grade children read a selection

entitled "War on Small Deer."
named Small Deer.

In this story the main character was

Interpretations of the character ranged from the

literal (he actually was a small deer) to the more imaginative, the
naming of "Small Deer" as a young boy.

Those children (the majority)

who thought the character was actually a small deer, inserted a
determiner each time the proper noun was encountered, thus changing it
to a common noun.

Also those who did use the term Small Deer (proper

noun), often changed other animal characters to proper nouns.

Thus,

"The crocodile" became, with the omission of the determiner,
"Crocodile." • Confusion thereby occurred whenever the children
encountered a proper noun which was normally seen as a common noun.

TABLE 52
MEANS AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS OF TOTAL ORAL READING
ERRORS ON NOUN PHRASES

Grade

N of
Subjects

Mean

S.D.

2

5

3.60

0.55

3

4

12.50

4.93

4

16

14.31

11.00

5

7

12.28

17.95

6

4

8.25

2.63

7

2

12.50

0.71

8

8

15.13

9.43

TABLE .S3
MEANS OF THE ORAL READING ERRORS ON NOUN PHRASE CONSTITUENTS
ACROSS ALL GRADE LEVELS SAMPLED

Grade

N of
Subj ects

Limiters
and
Determiners

Loose Knit
Modifiers

Close Knit
Modifiers

Restricted and
Nonrestricted
Modifiers

5

0.60

0.00

0.60

0.00

3

4

1.25

0.75

0.25

0.25

4

16

4.63

0.44

0.81

0.31

5

7

3.71

0.29

0.43

0.00

6

4

2.50

0.50

0.25

0.00

7

2

2.00

2.00

0.00

0.00

8

8

6.25

0.38

1.13

0.00

1
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Few errors were noted on loose knit modifiers.
number were at the eighth grade level.

The greatest

A similar phenomenon was

noted with errors on close knit modifiers.
The reading material was relatively more complex at the eighth
grade level, a possible explanation of the increase in errors in close
knit modifiers.

The low incidence of errors on restricted and non-

restricted modifiers may have been an artifact of the infrequent
occurrence of these constituents within the reading material.
The means of the oral reading errors on noun phrase fillers
within the head noun constituent are presented in Table 54.

The

gerund has not been included as a noun phrase filler within Table 54
because no oral reading errors occurred on this structure.
A consideration of thu noun filler reveals a relatively higher
frequency of occurrence of errors presented by the third grade
subjects.

Further consideration of this finding, however, did not

reveal a consistent pattern of error or an apparent reason for this
phenomenon.

All of the children were at the primer/first reader

level.
Although many of the subjects did not consistently use
infinitives in their oral language samples, apparently this
construction presented very little difficulty when encountered in
oral reading.
Errors on proper nouns were also infrequent.

It should be

noted that often when a child was struggling with a proper noun, the
tutor would (inappropriately) supply the word, and the child would
not make further errors with that noun.

It should also be noted that
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errors on proper nouns were tallied only once.

If a child

consistently used an incorrect name throughout a story, it was only
one error.

This is consistent with the philosophy of Goodman and

Goodman (1979) who argued that it does not particularly affect
meaning when a child uses the wrong proper noun when reading fiction.
Those investigators encouraged the child not to struggle with proper
nouns, but rather to fill in with any proper noun so as not to destroy
the flow or reading, and thus reduce comprehension.
There were few pronouns in the reading selections chosen for
the lower grades.

The relatively higher incidence of pronoun errors

at the higher grade levels was investigated further.

It was difficult

to make generalizations at any grade level.

There were incidences of

substituting "he" for "she" and vice versa.

There were also erro-s

on possessive pronouns.

However, no particular error pattern appeared

to dominate.
Errors on complex nominals were negligible.

Few opportunities

to read this construction occurred within the experimental reading
passages.
The means and standard deviations of the total oral reading
errors on noun phrase constituents are presented in Table 55.
The highest mean number of errors occurred in grades
four, five and seven.

Analysis of the specific verb phrase constituents

which follows provides more detailed analysis of this phenomenon.
The means of the oral reading errors on verb phrase constituents
across all grade levels sampled are presented in Table 56.

It should

be noted that the passive verb phrase constituent was not included in

TABLE 54
MEANS OF ORAL READING ERRORS ON NOUN PHRASE FILLERS
WITHIN THE HEAD NOUN CONSTITUENT

Grade

N of
Subj ects

Nouns

Infinitives

Proper Nouns

Pronouns

Complex
Nominals

5

1.00

0.40

0.40

0.40

0.00

3

4

7.50

0.00

0.25

1.75

0.00

4

16

3.75

0.00

0.69

3.50

0.25

5

7

2.71

0.14

2.00

3.00

0.00

6

4

2.00

0.00

0.00

3.00

0.00

7

2

1.50

0.00

0.00

2.00

0.00

8

8

3.75

0.13

1.12

2.13

0.35
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errors on proper nouns were tallied only once.

If a child

consistently used an incorrect name throughout a story, it was only
one error.

This is consistent with the philosophy of Goodman and

Goodman (1979) who argued that it does not particularly affect
meaning when a child uses the wrong proper noun when reading fiction.
Those investigators encouraged the child not to struggle with proper
nouns, but rather to fill in with any proper noun so as not to destroy
the flow or reading, and thus reduce comprehension.
There were few pronouns in the reading selections chosen for
the lower grades.

The relatively higher incidence of pronoun errors

at the higher grade levels was investigated further.

It was difficult

to make generalizations at any grade level.

There were incidences of

substituting "he" for "she" and vice versa.

There were also errors

on possessive pronouns.

However, no particular error pattern appeared

to dominate.
Errors on complex nominals were negligible.

Few opportunities

to read this construction occurred within the experimental reading
passages.
The means and standard deviations of the total oral reading
errors on verb phrase constituents are presented in Table 55.
The highest mean number of errors occurred in grades
four, five and seven.

Analysis of the specific verb phrase constituents

which follows provides more detailed analysis of this phenomenon.
The means of the oral reading errors on verb phrase constituents
across all grade levels sampled are presented in Table 56.

It should

be noted that the passive verb phrase constituent was not included in
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Table 56 because there were no instances of reading error on this
structure.

TABLE 55
MEANS AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS OF TOTAL ORAL READING
ERRORS ON VERB PHRASE CONSTITUENTS

N of
Subj ects

Grade

Mean

S.D.

2

5

3.20

4.55

3

4

3.00

2.94

4

16

7.13

5.33

5

7

9.00

11.69

6

4

3.75

2.87

7

O

6.00

0.00

8

8

5.50

3.89

Present tense verb forms did not present particular problems
in oral reading.

A consideration of the errors on past tense verbs

reveals that few errors were committed by the second and third grade
subjects.

However, few past tense verbs occurred in the reading

material.

The greatest number of past tense errors occurred at the

fourth and fifth grade levels.
Consideration of emphatic and obligatory 'do' and negative
constituents reveals few errors.

Again the low number of errors on

negation was related to the infrequent use of negatives in the
reading materials for the lower grade levels.

TABLE 56
MEANS OF THE ORAL READING ERRORS ON VERB PHRASE
CONSTITUENTS ACROSS ALL GRADE LEVELS SAMPLED

N

Pres
Tense

Past
Tense

'do'

Neg

Modal

QuasiModal

Perf

Cont

Trans

InTrans

'be'

2

5

0.40

0.60

0.20

0.00

1.00

0.00

0.00

0.00

1.20

0.20

0.00

3

4

0.00

0.50

0.25

0.00

0.75

0.00

0.00

0.00

7.00

0.25

0.25

4

16

0.06

2.88

0.13

0.19

0.50

0.06

0.00

1.19

1.31

0.38

0.38

5

7

0.29

2.86

0.14

0.29

0.29

0.00

0.14

0.00

3.57

0.57

0.86

6

4

0.75

1.00

0.00

0.50

0.25

0.00 ’ 0.00

0.00

0.50

0.50

0.25

7

2

0.00

1.50

0.50

0.50

0.00

0.00

0.50

0.00

1.50

0.00

1.50

8

8

0.38

1.63

0.13

0.38

0.63

0.00

0.13

0.30

0.63

0.00

0.37

•
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The most frequent errors on the modal occurred at the second
grade level, where one error per sample was noted.
A consideration of the quasi-modal constituent reveals that,
on the average, only one of the forty-six subjects committed one error
on one quasi-modal.
A consideration of perfectives reveals minimal error
performance.

Again, this may be due in part to the low frequency of

perfectives in the reading materials, especially at the lower grade
levels.
Table 56 reveals that only at the fourth and eighth grades
were errors noted on the continuum.

This construction occurred

frequently in the reading materials.

It is a fairly early-developing

structure in oral language (Dever 1978) and may be a syntactical
category that is so firmly under productive control that it does not
induce oral reading errors.
A consideration of the verb types, transitive, intransitive,
and ’be' is combined below.
By far the most frequent number of errors were noted on
transitive verbs.

Of these, the most frequent number of errors were

noted in third grade.

Inspection of this material did not lead to

generalizations concerning the errors.

The subjects were all at the

primer or first reader level, and the specific errors varied
considerably.

Again, the low frequency of errors on the intransitive

and copular 'be' verbs may be related to the low incidence of these
verb types in the reading material.
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The Pearson product moment correlation coefficients and
related significance levels for oral and written structural
constituents each related to oral reading errors are provided in
Table 57.
The relationship between oral and written use of particular
linguistic structures was studied to confirm or deny the premise that
if a structure was used frequently and correctly in a child's
spontaneous language, it would be less likely to stimulate errors in
oral reading.

Table 57 shows that the present data do not confirm

this premise.

While some structures do show a significant relation

ship (p < .05), the overall findings reveal that there is no
significant relationship between oral and written use of linguistic
structures and oral reading errors on these structures.
The following analyses were undertaken to investigate the oral
reading errors on sentence elaboration devices.

The means of the oral

reading errors on sentence elaboration devices are presented in
Table 58.
A consideration of prepositional phrase elaboration devices
reveals that the greatest number of errors on prepositional phrases
occurred in the fourth and fifth grades.

Other grade levels were

approximately equal, with a low number of errors.

Qualitative analysis

of the fourth grade data shows that there were many opportunities for
use of the prepositional phrase in the reading material.

The material

included three selections, "The Line Down the Middle of the Room," "A
Day at Home," and "Small Deer."

Frequent references were made to the

line down the middle of the room, staying at home from school, and

TABLE 57
PEARSON PRODUCT MOMENT CORRELATION COEFFICIENTS AND RELATED SIGNIFICANCE LEVELS
FOR ORAL AND WRITTEN STRUCTURAL CONSTITUENTS EACH
RELATED TO ORAL READING ERRORS

Structural
Constituents

Oral Language
Coefficients

Significance
Level

Written Language
Coefficients

Significance
Level

Noun Phrases
.22
.05
-.07
-.05
.16
-.14
-.02
-.07

.07
.38
.33
.35
.13
.18
.44
.33

-.13
-.17
-.01
-.17
-.12
-.13
-.24
-.10

.19
.15
.46
.14
.21
.19
.05
.25

-.21
-.09
.04
-.04
-.17
-.05
-.04
-.08
-.23
-.10
-.12

.07
.29
.39
.39
.13
.38
.39
.29
.06
.26
.22

Verb Phrases
Present Tense
Past Tense
'do'
Negative
Modal
Quasi-modal
Perfective
Continuum
Transitive
Intransitive
Verb 'be'

-.16
-.18
-.28
-.12
-.14
-.11
.06
.32
-.08
-.08
-.15

.13
.13
.03
.21
.18
.24
.34
.02
.29
.30
.16
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Limiter, Det-j ?
Loose Knit Modifier
CKM
Common Noun
Infinitive
Proper Noun
Pronoun
Complex Nominal

TABLE 5ii
MEANS OF THE ORAL READING ERRORS ON SENTENCE ELABORATION DEVICES

Conjoined
Noun Phrases

Coordinated
Clauses

Adjective
Clauses

Noun
Clauses

Adverbial
Clauses

N

2

5

0.40

0.20

0.00

0.00

0.00

0.00

3

4

0.50

0.00

0.25

0.00

0.00

0.25

4

16

2.69

0.69

0.75

0.00

0.06

0.88

5

7

1.71

0.14

0.^3

0.00

0.00

1.29

6

4

0.50

0.50

0.25

0.00

0.25

0.25

7

2

0.50

0.50

0.00

0.00

0.00

1.00

8

8

1.00

1.25

0.58

0.13

0.00

1.00
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G

Prepositional
Phrases
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Small Deer going across the river.

Interestingly, errors occurred not

so much on the prepositions themselves but rather on noun phrase
components of the prepositional phrases.

The following are

illustrative of this phenomenon:
Expected response:
Actual response:

"The girls laughed at this."
"The girls laughed at his . . . "

The apparent expectation of a noun to follow "his . . ." seemed to
cause confusion.
Expected response:
father."
Actual response:
his father."

"The son got up on the donkey in back of his

"The son got up on . . . (hesitation) in back of

Again, this child apparently expected a noun to follow "on."
A minimal number of errors was produced on conjoined noun
phrases, coordinated clauses, and adverbial clauses.

Error

productions on adjective and noun clauses occurred on the average of
one for the entire subject group, at three of the grade levels.
As with the noun phrase and verb phrase constituent errors, it
is difficult to make generalizations about errors noted on particular
aspects of sentence elaboration devices.

Analysis of the data shows

hesitations, pauses (obstensibly to process meaning), and repetitions
that are not evident from the foregoing tables.

Many of the

hesitations, pauses, and repetitions occurred when syntactical
relationships were presented in an unexpected manner.

The lack of

expectation may relate to unusual written syntactical devices or it
may relate to syntactical devices not within the child's repertoire
of oral language.
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Because of the low number of reading errors noted on
particular syntactic elaboration devices, correlations between these
errors and oral and written language use have not been included.
In summary, these findings are indicative of minimal
involvement of the sentence elaboration devices in the errors noted in
the oral reading of the subjects within the present study.
As a general summary, it is difficult to make generalizations,
from the data of the present study, regarding the relationship between
oral and written language and reading.

Certainly, the assumption that

the children would make fewer errors on the syntactical structures
they used most frequently was not born out.

These were in fact the

structures where most oral reading errors did occur.

This observation

may be explained by noting that the structures used most frequently"
by the children were fairly early-developing, basic syntactical
patterns.

Thereby they occurred most frequently in the reading

selections and presented the most opportunity for error.

Syntactic Devises Analyzed Only in Oral Reading
Three categories of errors emerged in oral reading that were
not included in the analysis of oral and written language.

These were

errors relating to the syntax of quotations; errors encountered when
words normally used as nouns were used as adjectives; and errors
encountered when common nouns were used as proper nouns.

The mean

number of oral reading errors on syntactic devices analyzed only for
the oral reading data are presented in Table 59.
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TABLE 59
MEANS OF THE ORAL READING ERRORS ON SYNTACTIC DEVICES
ANALYZED ONLY FOR THE ORAL READING DATA

N of
Subjects

Grade

Quotations

Noun-Like
Adj ectives

Common Nouns/
Proper Nouns

2

5

0.60

0.00

0.00

3

4

0.00

0.25

0.00

4

16

0.38

0.25

0.38

5

7

1.43

0.57

0.29

6

4

1.50

0.00

0.00

7

2

1.00

0.00

0.00

8

8

0.38

1.50

1.00

A consideration of the errors relating to quotations reveals
that with the exception of the third grade subjects, there was some
evidence of this type of error at each grade level.
Expected response:
Actual response:

Examples include:

"How come? said Billy."
"How come? Billy said."

This reversal error does not in itself reduce meaning.

However,

the child paused and repeated the construction to himself before
responding.

Such pauses affect continuity and thus may negatively

influence the child's understanding of the passage.
Expected response:
asked.

"Hey, turn off the light, will you? Victor

Actual response: "Hey, turn off the light will you Victor, asked
. . . (hesitation)."
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In this case, the child's intonation indicated that he
expected a noun to follow "Victor."

Again, although the child

eventually self-corrected, the sense of the story was reduced relative
to the hesitation.

Similar errors were noted throughout the grades

studied.
The greatest number of errors on noun-like adjectives occurred
at the eighth grade level.

Examples include:

Expected response: "Crocodile nose."
Actual Response: "Crocodile's nose."
Expected response: "Crocodile noses."
Actual response: "Crocodile's nose."
The most frequent number of errors in the category of common
nouns used as proper nouns occurred at the eighth grade level.

The

story "Small Deer" read by most children at this level used such a
device, so the greatest opportunity for error occurred at eighth grade.
Examples are:
Expected response: "Then Small Deer cried."
Actual response: "Then the small deer cried."
Expected response: "Small Deer."
Actual response: "The small deer."
In summary, although oral reading errors on syntactic devices
analyzed only for the oral reading data were not frequent, they occurred
as frequently as did numerous structures analyzed for the oral and
written language.

Summary
In the present study, which was designed to compare the oral and
written language and to analyze relationships between these types of
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language performance and errors in oral reading, a modified tagmemic
grammatical system described by Dever (1978) was applied.

Mean

frequency of occurrence data were submitted to quantitative and
qualitative analyses.

Selected correctional analyses were completed

to determine relationships among structural constituents present in
the oral and written language samples and between these structures and
oral reading errors.
The general findings are summarized and discussed along with
implications and recommendations in Chapter V.

CHAPTER V

SUMMARY, DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS
AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Summary:

General
This study was designed to meet the need for further

investigation of the relationships among oral language, written
language, and reading that has been identified in the literature.
Subjects for the study were forty-six learning disabled children in
grades two^ through eight who were enrolled in a summer school program
for learning disabled children.
This study was essentially exploratory in nature, designed to
describe the syntactical structures characteristic of the oral and
written language of the subjects and to examine
between the two language forms.

the relationships

In addition, oral reading samples were

analyzed and comparisons were made among reading errors and oral and
written language use.

The language analysis system described by

Dever (1978) was the basis of the present analysis.

Modifications

suggested by Heintz (1979) and Rubbelke (1979) were implemented.

In

addition, certain methods described by Loban (1976) were incorporated
into the analysis.

Summary:

Oral and Written Language
The first two questions that the present study was designed to

analyze are:

(1) What syntactical structures characterize the oral
139
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language of forty-six learning disabled children? and (2) What
syntactical structures

characterize

the written language of forty-six

learning disabled children?
For all subject groups, both the oral and written language was
typified by the use of the following noun phrase constituents:
determine^ including the possessive, indefinite article and definite
article fillers; and head nouns including pronouns and common nouns.
All subject groups used the following verb phrase constituents
in their oral and written language samples:

present tense; continuum;

and transitive head verbs.
All subject groups used prepositional phrases in both their
oral and written language samples.
In general, as the grade level increased, the number of different
types of constituents (e.g., possessives, indefinite articles, definite
articles) used to fill a specific structural slot (e.g., determine^)
increased for both oral and written language.

However, the variety of

constituents present in the written language of the subjects did not
equal that of the oral language at any grade level.

This finding is

indicative of the greater structural variety of the oral language as
compared to the written language for the forty-six subjects of the
present study.
The third research question answered by the present study is:
What is the relationship between the structures used in the oral and
written language of the forty-six subjects?
The general findings among the forty-six subjects was that no
systematic relationship existed between the constituent syntactic
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structures of the oral and written language samples when frequency of
occurrence data were analyzed.

That is, quantitative analyses did not

consistently reveal significant relationships among oral and written
language structures.

However, qualitative analyses involving the

identification of the profiles of structural constituents presented
by the subjects was useful in making comparisons between the oral and
written language of subjects at the various grade levels and across
the various grade levels.

Summary: Oral and Written Language
and Oral Reading
The fourth research question answered by the present study is
the following:

What is the relationship between structures used in

oral and written language and errors in oral reading?
The errors produced by the subjects during oral reading were
not systematically related to the frequency of occurrence of the
structures selected for analysis in the present study.
The last question addressed by the present study is this:

Is

the analysis system described by Dever (1978) useful for the purpose
of analyzing the syntax of oral language, written language, and reading
errors of school-aged, learning disabled children?
The following conclusions regarding Dever's (1978) eminated
from the present study:
1.

The Dever (1978) system was found to be useful for analyzing

the syntactic constituents of the oral and written language of the
forty-six learning disabled subjects within the present study.
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2.

The Dever (1978) system was useful in establishing the

lack of significant relationship between the frequency of occurrence
of selected syntactic constituents within the oral and written language
of the forty-six learning disabled subjects.
3.

Further, the Dever (1978) system was found to be useful in

comparing those structures present in the oral and written language of
subjects at individual grade levels (i.e., second grade oral language
structures compared to second grade written language structures) and
in comparing performance within oral or written language across grade
levels (i.e., second grade oral language structures compared to eighth
grade language structures).
4.

The application of the Dever (1978) system in the analysis

of oral reading errors was useful for identifying syntactic
constituents containing reading errors.
on these constituents did not emerge.

However, patterns of errors
Therefore, it is concluded that

the underlying bases for the reading errors was not constituent-specific
but was related to multiple factors of which syntactic complexity may
be a part.

Discussion of Major Findings
Oral and Written Language
The present data can be compared to the results reported by
Rubin, Buium and Balow (1975) who stated that while there appeared to
be general correspondence between the grammatical forms produced by the
nine-year-old educationally-achieving children in their study and the
levels produced most frequently in written composition, their written
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language demonstrated a preference for early levels.

The structures

which appeared last (by age six or seven, according to those authors)
in the subjects' oral language were completely absent in the written
compositions of the nine-year-old children.

A comparable observation

was found characteristic of subjects in the present study.
Wiig and Semel (1976, 1980) have made interesting observations
concerning the syntactic development of learning disabled children they
have studied.

Many of their observations are relevant to the present

data.
A major assertion of Wiig and Semel was that learning disabled
children demonstrate a significant reduction in knowledge and productive
control of English morphology and syntax.

The present study

investigated only productive control of syntax.

Although thi= study

did not use a matched control group, comparison to existing data on
educationally-achieving children (Loban 1976) indicated that the
learning disabled children studied did demonstrate a reduction in
productive control of syntax.
Some learning disabled children, according to Wiig and Semel
(1976) show significant deficits in the control of both morphology and
syntax on structured linguistic tasks, even though at first glance their
spontaneous language may seem grammatically appropriate.

The latter

part of that statement provided a strong rationale for assessing the
syntax of learning disabled children through analyzing constituents as
was done in the present study rather than by focusing upon errors.
Few of the learning disabled children in the present study exhibited
actual syntactic errors in their oral language (although several had a
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history of doing so when younger).

A naive observer may assume that if

no syntactic errors are observed, then no syntactical disability is
present.

However, upon analysis of constituent structures used, man}?

of the subjects employed few elaborative structures that would be
expected of educationally-achieving children of the same age.

To use

the term employed by Wiig and Semel (1976), they demonstrated significant
deficits in the productive control of syntax.
It should be noted at this juncture that although it was not
considered useful to analyze oral language by considering errors in
syntax, the same is not true of written language.

It is important to

analyze constituent structures in written samples, but the written work
also yielded a great deal of information about the "mechanics" of
written language.

Such categories as spelling, punctuation-, and

accuracy of writing skills would be available for analysis of the
written samples.
Wiig and Semel stated (1976) that syntactic problems may persist
into adolescence.

The seventh and eighth grade subjects in the present

study were thirteen and fourteen years old.

They used very few oral

syntactic categories that were not used by the second grade subjects.
However, the topics of the discourse of the older subjects were somewhat
more sophisticated even though the subjects did not use sophisticated
syntax.

The written language of the eighth grade subjects, however,

was somewhat more complex than that of the second grade subjects.
Another assertion by Wiig and Semel (1976) was that learning
disabled children may tell a story using a series of simple, active,
declarative sentences of relatively short length.

Analysis of clause
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types in this study did indeed yield mainly simple active declarative
clauses.

The division into communication units did not allow for

consideration of actual sentences.

However, the communication units

used by the children in this study were shorter (in words) than those
used by the educationally-achieving children in Loban’s (1976) study.
Another Wiig and Semel (1976) observation was that the syntax
of learning disabled children may lack descriptive adjectives or
prepositional phrases which delineate the events described in time and
space.

In the present study adjectives were labelled as either loose

or close knit modifiers.

Many children used adjectives (many more in

oral than written samples), but it was rare to see both a loose and
close knit modifier in a single noun phrase.
loose knit modifiers strung together.

It was also rare to see two

Wiig and Semel (1980, p. 168)

S Lu Led. •
the ways learning disabled children understand and use adjectives
seem closely tied to their perception and interpretation of
auditory visual-spatial, temporal, tactile, kinesthetic and
affective events. They often seem to be confused to have
perceptual deficits, resulting in variations in their initial
interpretation and internalized description of events and objects.
Then they have difficulty in interpreting and using adjectives.
Regarding prepositions, however, the subjects in this study used
prepositions frequently at all grade levels.
fact, a major elaborative device.

These structures were, in

However, prepositions in this study

were grouped and not classified as denoting position, direction, manner,
or time.

In future studies it would be helpful to classify the

prepositions used, to determine if strengths or deficits exist in the
use of particular preposition types.
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A final observation by Wiig and Semel (1976) was that the spoken
language of learning disabled children seems characterized by a
preponderance of interjections, indefinite pronouns, conjunctions,
filled pauses and word repetitions, while descriptive adjectives seem
lacking.

Conjunctions and adjectives have been discussed previously.

In this study interjections, filled pauses and word repetitions were
classified as "mazes," following Loban's (1976) model; were bracketed
in red; and were excluded from the syntactical analysis.

However,

examination of the samples reveals many mazes, mainly representing false
starts (or initial word repetitions) and interjections.

Future studies

could possibly include enumeration and further analysis of mazes.
Indefinite pronouns were another problem for the subjects in the
present study.

The numerical data revealed that the pronoun, in the

oral samples, was the most frequently used filler of the head noun
function in the noun phrase.

Qualitative analysis of the data revealed

that at times so many pronouns were used in an utterance that it was
extremely difficult for a listener to determine the referent of the
pronoun.

At times no referent was given; the subjects were apparently

under the impression that the listener shared their understanding of the
situation.
To summarize, the learning disabled subjects in the present
study did indeed demonstrate certain deficits in oral and written
language that have been described in the literature.

Written language

use was less sophisticated than oral language use in that it did not
provide the frequency of occurrence of the structural constituents nor
did it present the variety of types of structural constituents.
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Reading
Sturdivant-Odwarka (1977) examined oral reading characteristics
associated with language development in second grade children, working
on the supposition that oral syntactic proficiency influences a child's
use of syntax while reading and that this influence can be seen in the
contextual appropriateness of errors.

Her results, however, suggested

that oral syntactic proficiency does not relate to contextual
appropriateness of oral reading errors but rather to correction behavior.
Qualitative analysis of the present data supports the findings
of Sturdivant-Odwarka.
is intonation.

One feature that cannot be recorded numerically

Intonation patterns used by the children in this study

when reading orally dramatically revealed their syntactic expectations.
It is noted that when a syntactic structure was apparently unexpected
by the child, "struggle behavior" occurred.
rereading did result.
his own syntax.

Many times a correct

Often the child reworded the text to incorporate

Examples follow:

Second Grade:
Text: "How high we are, said Jack."
Child: "How high will - How high will are?"
This child apparently expected a question, as usually follows the
"wh" question starter "how."
Third Grade:
Text: "She wanted to see the man water the elephants."
Child: "She wanted to see the man waiting - watching - the
elephant."
Clearly this child was not accustomed to the word "water,"
normally a noun, being used as a verb.
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Fourth Grade:
Text: "That man rides while his poor little son must walk."
Child: "That man rides on the - on the - poor little (hesitation)
son must walk."
The adverbial clause in this instance apparently cuased
confusion.

The child did not correct the error.

Fourth Grade:
Text:

"'Three, four, five!' called Small Deer as he jumped from
crocodile nose to crocodile nose."
Child: "'Three, four, five!' called the small deer as he jumped
from the crocodile's nose to the crocodile's nose."
In this instance, two syntactical changes are noted.

"Small

Deer" is changed to "the small deer" (as was done throughout the story
by this subject), indicating an unfamiliarity of the device of using
common nouns as proper nouns.

"Crocodile noses" is changed to

"crocodile's nose," indicating a lack of familiarity with the adjectival
use of words normally used as nouns.
Fifth Grade:
Text: "Bill Evers had come to see them play."
Child: "But Evers had - came (hesitation) came to see them play."
In this example the child did not employ the perfective form
of the verb, and opted instead for the simple past tense.
Fifth Grade:
Text: "'Shut that window or I will!' said Victor."
Child: "'Shut that window or I will!' so Victor . . ." (intonation
indicated the expectation that Victor's actions would be
described next. The child hesitated, repeated twice, then
did correct the error),
This example indicates that probably the child was not expecting
the special syntax of quotations associated with written language.

When
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he encountered "said Victor" he needed to readjust his expectations of
what was to follow in order to self-correct.
Sixth Grade:
Text: "Victor couldn't make Billy turn off the light."
Child: "Victor can't - can't (hesitation) couldn't make Billy
turn off the light."
This example shows that perhaps the past tense negative modal
contained more optional features of the verb phrase than the child was
accustomed to using.

Therefore, when he encountered this structure he

hesitated, repeated, and finally was able to self-correct.
Seventh Grade:
Text: " . . . and thought it had come over the radio."
Child: " . . . and thought it was coming over the radio."
This child did hesitate, and repeat, but did not correct his
error.

Apparently the perfective verb form was not readily within his

expressive repertoire.
Eighth Grade:
Text:

"He had never called anyone like Bill Evers on the telephone
before."
Child: "He never call . . . (hesitation), he never called anyone
like Bill Evers on the telephone before."
In this instance the perfective was accompanied by a negative

which was never included by the child.
These examples seem to support Sturdivant-Odwarka's (1977)
observation that oral syntactic proficiency does relate to correction
behavior.

In many cases, when the subjects in the present study made

oral reading errors, their intonation indicated that their expectations
of the text differed from the actual text.

In some cases, after a

hesitation, with or without a repetition (and usually with sub-vocal
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rehearsal), the subjects were able to correct their errors.

In some

cases they adjusted the following text to meet their expectations.

In

still other instances, the children seemed to decide they could not make
corrections, and just continued on to the next portion of the text.

It

is in the latter two cases that the interface between syntax and
meaning become crucial.

The child's ability to correct his errors and

pick up the strands of meaning in the text seem basic to reading
comprehens ion.

Educational Implications
Wiig and Semel (1980) stated that a criterion in many definitions
of "learning disabilities" is the need for special services.
children need help if they are to succeed.
own" (n. 12).

"These

They cannot make it on their

Against this background it become critical, acronding to

Wiig and Semel, to explore the relationship among language disabilities,
developmental stages, and curriculum requirements.
It has been emphasized that at first glance the language of
learning disabled children may seem grammatically appropriate.

This is

because relatively few actual syntactic errors are noted in their oral
language.

It is important not to take this apparent facility with

language at face value.

It has been demonstrated in the literature

and in the present study that learning disabled children may show
productive control over a limited number of syntactic structures.
Further, written syntax may be severely limited, a phenomenon that is
often incorrectly ascribed to the "mechanics" of written language.
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A child's reading errors may be attributed to lack of skill in
"decoding" when many errors should actually be attributed to his
limited syntactical skills.

It has been demonstrated by qualitative

analysis of the reading samples in this study that it is very difficult
for a child to read syntactical structures that are not under
productive control.

This concern about the syntax of the child

relative to the material he must read and understand should extend to
the entire curriculum.
In the introduction to this study, Lynch (1977, p. 76) was
quoted as follows:
. . . all personnel must exercise their functions in an
integrated fashion to serve broad developmental and social
goals. This clearly implies the necessity for personnel
competencies to be both broadly conceived, and to include,
far all specialists, some common conceptual grounding on the
educational goals and processes for handicapped children.
These observations are most appropriate when dealing with a learning
disabled child.

Reading specialists, speech-language pathologists, and

learning disabilities specialists must work together to understand and
remediate the educational difficulties of the learning disabled child.

Recommendations for Further Research
Several modifications of the present study are recommended for
further research.
1.
level.

It is suggested that more subjects be studied at each grade

With as few subjects as were used in the present study, one

subject can influence the data to a large extent.

It is also

recommended that a matched control group of educationally-achieving
subjects be studied for comparison to the learning disabled subjects.
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2.

It may be more beneficial to use identical stimulus

material for the oral and written samples.
3.

A group of stories for oral reading should be prepared that

would include all syntactical structures of interest to the researcher.
All subjects at a particular level should then read the identical
story.
Future studies that are suggested by the present study may
include the following:
1.

It would be of interest to study the oral, written, and

read language of learning-disabled children in grades nine through
twelve.

It was only at the eighth grade level that the written language

of the children in this study began to demonstrate the complexity of
the oral language of the second grade children.

The children in Loban's

(1976; study did continue to develop linguistically throughout all the
school years.
2.

It would also be interesting to include a conversational

analysis to determine the child's ability to use syntactic structures in
discourse.

Such an analysis may provide insight into pragmatic

restrictions on a child's syntactical development.

APPENDICES

APPENDIX A

DIRECTIONS
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1.

OVERALL DIRECTIONS

1.
2.
which items
3.
offer them.
2.

Check tape recorder to be sure it is functioning correctly.
Be sure to hand your packet in by Monday, July 30. Indicate
you wish to have copied and returned to you.
If you have any questions, comments, suggestions, please

DIRECTIONS FOR READING SAMPLE

1. Ask the child to read the story as well as he can. Tell
him you will not help him with the story - just be relaxed and
interested.
2. Before reading, tell the child that when he finishes he
will be asked to retell the story in his own words. This helps ensure
that he will be. reading for meaning from the outset.
3. If the story is either too easy or too difficult - change it
immediately. Additional stories will be available at the central
location.
4. While the child is reading, make notations as described
in class. Be sure to note relevant behaviors.
3.

DIRECTIONS FOR ORAL LANGUAGE SAMPLE

1. The story retelling will serve as the first part of the
oral language sample. Let the child complete his thought before
interrupting. Offer only encouraging comments, not direct questions.
2. When the child has completed his thought - use the story
summary to ask further probe questions.
3. We are aiming at 50 individual utterances. If the story
retelling falls far short - engage in conversation or have the child
describe a picture or a storybook. Have some topics in mind in
advance.
4. Make facilitating comments - do not lead the child to oneword utterances. Do not ask questions that seem like you are
interrogating him. Aim for a friendly conversation like you would have
any day.
5. When you can do so naturally, repeat back the child's
utterances exactly as it is spoken (e.g., if he says, "I seen him
yesterday" you say, "Oh, you seen him yesterday."). This procedure
makes transcription much easier.
6. If you choose to transcribe the sample, do so on the form
provided, as described in class.
4.

DIRECTIONS FOR WRITTEN LANGUAGE SAMPLES

1. Prop the Myklebust picture in front of the child so he can
easily see it, with no glare.
2. Tell him to write a story about the picture — on the lined
paper provided.
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3. Tell him he must do it on his own - to try to spell words
he doesn’t know. In response to questions, tell him the length is up
to him.
4. After the child has written the story have him repeat it
to you, and you rewrite it verbatim. This aids in the interpretation.

Thank you all for participating in this project. I hope it will be a
valuable learning experience for you and that I will be able to use
the data productively.

APPENDIX B

THE NOUN PHRASE PROFILES FOR THE ORAL AND WRITTEN LANGUAGE
OF THE SUBJECTS AT EACH GRADE LEVEL
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Grade Two Oral Language
Noun phrase rewritten as + determiner^: 1) definite article; 2)
indefinite article; 3) possessive + determiner^ + loose knit modifier
+ close knit modifier + head: 1) pronoun; 2) common noun; 3) proper
noun; 4) infinitive; 5) complex nominal

Grade Two Written Language
Noun phrase rewritten as + determiner : 1) indefinite article;
2) definite article; 3) possessive + loose knit modifier + head;
1) common noun; 2) pronoun; 3) proper noun

Grade Three Oral Language
Noun phrase rewritten as + determiner ; 1) definite article;
2) possessive; 3) indefinite article + determiner^ + loose knit
modifier + head: 1) pronoun; 2) common noun; 3) proper noun;
4) infinitive + restrictive modifier

Grade Three Written Language
Noun phrase rewritten as + determiner : 1) definite article;
2) indefinite article + close knit modifier + head: 1) common noun;
2) pronoun

Grade Four Oral Language
Noun phrase rewritten as + determiner^: 1) definite article; 2)
possessive; 3) indefinite article + loose knit modifier + close
knit modifier + head: 1) common noun; 2) pronoun; 3) proper noun;
4) infinitives; 5) complex nominal + restrictive modifier

Grade Four Written Language
Noun phrase rewritten as + determiner : 1) indefinite article;
2) definite article; 3) possessive + head: 1) common noun; 2) pronoun

Grade Five Oral Language
Noun phrase rewritten as + determiner : 1) definite article;
2) possessive; 3) indefinite article + determiner^ + loose knit
modifier + close knit modifier + head; 1) pronoun; 2) common noun;
3) proper noun; 4) infinitive + restrictive modifier
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Grade Five Written Language
Noun phrase rewritten as + determiner : 1) indefinite article;
2) definite article; 3) possessive + loose knit modifier + close knit
modifier + head: 1) common noun; 2) pronoun

Grade Six Oral Language
Noun phrase rewritten as + determiner,,: 1) definite article; 2)
possessive; 3) indefinite article + determiner^ + loose knit modifier
+ close knit modifier + head: 1) common noun; 2) pronoun; 3) proper
noun; 4) infinitive + restrictive modifier

Grade Six Written Language
Noun phrase rewritten as + determiner : 1) definite article;
2) indefinite article; 3) possessive + loose knit modifier + head;
1) common noun; 2) pronoun; 3) infinitive

Grade Seven Oral Language
Noun phrase rewritten as + determiner, + determiner^: 1) uefinite
article; 2) indefinite article; 3) possessive + determiner + loose
knit modifier + close knit modifier + head: 1) pronoun; 2) common
noun; 3) proper noun; 4) infinitive; 5) complex nominal

Grade Seven Written Language
Noun phrase rewritten as + determiner : 1) definitive article;
2) indefinite article; 3) possessive + close knit modifier + head:
1) pronoun; 2) common oun; 3) infinitive

Grade Eight Oral Language
Noun phrase rewritten as + determiner : 1) definite article;
2) indefinite article; 3) possessive + loose knit modifier 4- head:
1) pronoun; 2) common noun; 3) infinitive; 4) proper noun; 5) complex
nominal + restrictive modifier

Grade Eight Written Language
Noun phrase rewritten as + determiner : 1) definite article;
2) indefinite article; 3) possessive + determiner^ + loose knit
modifier + close knit modifier + head: 1) common noun; 2) pronoun

APPENDIX C

THE VERB PHRASE PROFILES FOR THE ORAL AND WRITTEN LANGUAGE
OF THE SUBJECTS AT EACH GRADE LEVEL
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Grade Two Oral Language
Verb phrase rewritten as + tense: 1) present; 2) past + 'do' +
negative + modal + quasi-modal + continuum + head: 1) transitive;
2) intransitive; 3) 'be'

Grade Two

Written Language

Verb phrase rewritten as + tense:
+ head: 1) transitive; 2) 'be'

1) present; 2} past + continuum

Grade Three Oral Language
Verb phrase rewritten as + tense: 1) present; 2) past + 'do' +
negative + modal + continuum + head: 1) transitive; 2) intransitive;
3) 'be'

Grade Three Written Language
Verb phrase rewritten as + tense:
1) transitive

1) present + continuum + head:

Grade Four Oral Language
Verb phrase rewritten as + tense: 1) past; 2) present 4- 'do' + negative
+ modal + continuum + head: 1) transitive; 2) intransitive; 3) 'be?

Grade Four Written Language
Verb phrase rewritten as + tense:
+ head: 1) transitive; 2) 'be'

1) present; 2) past + continuum

Grade Five Oral Language
Verb phrase rewritten as + tense: 1) bast; 2) present + Tdo’ +
negative + modal + continuum + head: 1) transitive; 2) ’be';
3) intransitive

Grade Five Written Language
Verb phrase rewritten as + tense:
continuum + head: 1) transitive

1) present; 2) past + modal +
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Grade Six Oral Language
Verb phrase rewritten as + tense: 1) past; 2) present + 'do' +
negative + modal + continuum + head: 1) transitive; 2) 'be';
3) intransitive

Grade Six Written Language
Verb phrase rewritten as + tense: 1) past; 2) present + continuum
+ head: 1) transitive; 2) 'be'; 3) intransitive

Grade Seven Oral Language
Verb phrase rewritten as + tense: 1) present; 2) past + 'do' +
negative + modal + quasi-model + continuum + head: 1) transitive;
2) 'be'; 3) intransitive

Grade Seven Written Language
Verb phrase rewritten as + tense:
+ head: 1) transitive

1) past; 2) present + continuum

Grade Eight Oral Language
Verb phrase rewritten as + tense: 1) present; 2) past + 'do' +
negative + modal + continuum + head; 1) transitive; 2) 'be';
3) intransitive

Grade Eight Written Language
Verb phrase rewritten as + tense:
+ head: 1) transitive; 2) 'be'

1) present; 2) past + continuum
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